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Literature Review 

• Research suggests that 70% of youth use Facebook 
and that it is still growing (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith & 
Zickuhr, 2010).  

• Youth naturally reach out over Facebook. For example, 
one study of university shootings found that almost 
90% of the students joined a shooting-related 
Facebook group (Vicary & Fraley, 2010).  
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Literature Review 

• One way that social media sites are being used in the 
grieving process is through online memorials 
(Chapple, 2011; St.John, 2007; Wortham, 2011).  

 

• Often families set up an online memorial in addition 
to a physical memorial and sometimes visit the 
internet memorial more frequently than a physical 
one (Chapple, 2011) due perhaps to the ease of 
visiting an online memorial versus a physical one 
(Roberts, 2004). 
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Literature Review 

•  Many family members (91%) continue to revise their 
web memorials (Roberts, 2004). Chapple (2011) 
suggests that the maintenance of more than one public 
memorial may be a way in which parents whose 
children had died by suicide are challenging the shame 
and stigma which is linked to losing a child from 
suicide.   

 
• Family members often reported more communication 

around the deceased from family and friends through 
the web memorial perhaps because of research 
suggesting that people are more likely to self-disclose 
in online communication (Roberts, 2004). 
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Literature Review 
•  Web memorials are a valuable addition to physical 

memorials for many families, offering ways to continue 
the relationship with the deceased, especially around 
being able to continue to communicate in writing, and 
strengthen bonds with others, building a virtual support 
community online (Roberts, 2004). 

 

• Although reference is made in popular media (St. John, 
2007) about parents feeling ambivalent about the use of 
social networking memorial pages, no professional 
literature has looked in depth at parents’ experiences 
with this or how parents might feel obligated to respond 
to comments from a child’s friends. 
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Literature Review 

• Little information is known about how news about a suicide 
death obtained from internet news sources, like Facebook, 
might impact suicidal ideation and a contagion effect among 
youth (Dunlop et al., 2011; Ruder et al., 2011).  

• One study interviewed 719 youth (ages 14-24) who knew 
someone who had died by suicide or made a suicide 
attempt (Dunlop et al, 2011). 25% of the youth said that 
they had been exposed to stories or news about suicide on 
a social networking site.  These sites are becoming a key 
way that many youth receive information about suicide and 
suicidal behavior in the community. 

• Exposure to news this way was not linked to increased levels 
of suicidal ideation.  
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Youth and Suicide 
 

• The following data are for 2009, for youth aged 10 to 
24 in the USA:  

 

–  4,630 died by suicide  

– Suicide was the third leading cause of death for 10- 
to 24-year-olds.  

–  Rates of suicide are highest for older youth. For 
youth aged 20 to 24, 12.5 per 100,000 youth died 
by suicide. For youth aged 15 to 19, 7.8 per 
100,000 died, while for youth aged 10 to 14, 1.3 
per 100,000 died.  
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Youth and Suicide 

– Male youth die by suicide over four times more 
frequently than female youth.  

–  Native American/Alaska Native youth have the 
highest rate with 17.4 suicides per 100,000. White 
youth are next highest with 7.5 deaths per 
100,000.  

– The majority of youth who died by suicide used 
firearms (45 percent). Suffocation was the second 
most commonly used method (40 percent).  

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Injury Prevention and 
 Control. Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Reporting System (WISQARS) [online].  
[cited January 2012]. Available from www.cdc.gov/ncipc/wisqars ) 
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Grief After Suicide 

• There is no chance to anticipate or prepare 

 

• It is outside the range of our normal understanding 

 

• Suicide is a traumatic event 

– Often violent 

– Hard to talk about 

 

• Grief doesn’t follow a linear path and it doesn’t 
always move forward 
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Grief After Suicide 

• Shock at the sudden/ unexpected death 

 

• Social stigma/ shame 

 

• Intense search for the reasons “why” 

 

• Could this death have been prevented? 

 

• Worry about others 
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Grief After Suicide 

• Adolescents exposed to the suicide death of a peer 
may have: 

–  Elevated levels of depression 

– Post traumatic stress disorder 

– Complicated grief 

– Traumatic grief 

• Up to 3 to 6 years beyond the death 

 
(Brent, Moritz, Bridge, Perper & Canobbio 1996) 
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FOCUS GROUPS 

What can we learn from young 

people? 

Design:  Focus groups 

 Group       age range      community            N 

     1        college          upper m/c suburb  8 

   2  high school         upper m/c-    11 

               affluent   suburb 

   3   young adult            working class       3 

      urban 

-Recruitment 

-Experience with suicide 
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Design- continued 

 

• Releases signed by parent or participant 

• Project reviewed by Riverside IRB  

• Participants reminded they could stop at any time (one 
participant did stop and leave group) 

• Participants thanked with gift certificate 

• Structure of focus group 

• Research group observers/ interaction w group 
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General comments-  

immediate aftermath of a suicide 

• Would have liked more structure following 
unexpected death 

• More personalized actions- identify and intervene 
with those closest to the person who died 

• School personnel should not assume they know 
friendship circles- ask students to self identify 
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How use FB page? 

• Older informants indicated they didn’t much like FB, 
but yet all indicated they used it  

• Helps to maintain “active connection” with the 
person who died- “as if he was still there” 

• Like visiting the cemetery, but done so within 
community 

• Feels safe-no voyeurs, outsiders 

• Urban group- less likely to use for connection, 
instead emphasized need to remember and 
document “good times” 
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Memorial Page 

• Focuses on the person’s death (funeral plans, etc) 
rather than the person’s life.  

• Not a private/ personal as it is open to anyone 

• More formal, like eulogies or obituaries- frequented 
by “outsiders”  
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What if others post a worrisome 

message? 

• Sometimes feels “self-centered” 

• Bothered by this 

• Feel helpless to know what to take seriously and how 
to appropriately intervene 

• Prefer not to shoulder too much responsibility for 
taking care of others outside direct circle of friends- 
noted that it’s hard enough coping with reactions to 
the loss 

• Not sure how to initiate conversation  
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Should Professionals Monitor Social 

Networking Sites?  

• Older informants: knowing that professionals are 
monitoring would alter the sense of privacy and 
safety they feel on FB page 

• Younger informants: open to the possibility that 
school professionals- with support from specialized 
organizations, might monitor to id and intervene 
with at-risk individuals 
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Memorials 

• Close friends found ways to memorialize their friend 

• There is consistent, strong desire for periodic 
gatherings or activities to remember the person who 
died- particularly to remember the “good times” 

• Young people mentioned many actions, such as fund-
raising walks, creating scholarship funds, increasing 
awareness of suicide prevention organizations- helps 
to channel grief and anxiety in positive ways 
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Suggestions 

• Broad-based education to help young people identify 
suicide warning signs and where to turn if they are 
worried 

• Current health courses did not adequately cover the 
topic 

• Efforts should be local and specific- who do I talk to 
in my school/ community? 

• Want to know more about how to talk to friends and 
how to refer them for help 
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Materials Created for Parents, Students 

and School Administrators  

 

 

 Many young people use social media in a way to stay 
connected to the person who has died and to others 
who share this loss.   
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How to Support Family & Loved Ones via Facebook 

  
  

Option # 1    A family may decide to delete the account 
  
Deleting an individual’s Facebook account permanently removes 
  all information associated with the profile page. 
  This information becomes completely inaccessible to other users. 
 Immediate family members may request to delete the account of a 
  deceased family member by filling out the form here:  
  
https://www.facebook.com/help/contact.php?show_form=deceased 
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How to Support Family & Loved Ones via 

Facebook 

  
Option # 2   Deactivate the account 

  

 Deactivating the account makes the profile and all information associated with it 
immediately inaccessible to anyone online. However, Facebook does save the 
person’s information (friends, photos, interests, etc.), so if you wish to reactivate 
the account at some point, the account will look just the way it did when it was 
deactivated. 

 

  The login and password information of the deceased person is needed in order to 
do this. 
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How to Support Family & Loved Ones via 

Facebook 

 

 

 Option # 3  Memorialize the account 

 

 Memorializing the account removes sensitive information (such as Status Updates) 
from the profile, and restricts the privacy level so that only confirmed “friends” can 
have access. The Wall remains so that previously confirmed friends and family can 
leave posts in remembrance. In order to protect the privacy of the deceased, 
Facebook does not provide login information for the account to anyone.  

       

 To memorialize the account of a deceased family member, fill out the form here: 

       https://www.facebook.com/help/contact.php?show_form=deceased 
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Tips for students 

• As with all social media, other people can see what you post 
• Know that other friends and family of your friend are grieving 

and might be on the site 
• It might be hard to see their sadness and emotions 
• If you read that they are in a lot of pain and despair and what 

you read concerns you, go and speak to a trusted adult 
• Be aware of the time you spend on the site 
• Do not isolate and continue to stay connected with your 

friends and stay active with your activities 
• Things will be different but you do not want to go through this 

alone 
• Using social media can be a very healthy way to grieve but 

consider there are multiple ways to express your emotions  
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Tips for Students 

 

  

• Remember it is also very important to talk with other people and let them know 
how you are doing 

• You may need support your self and that is okay.  If you do, find a trusted adult 
who you can talk to and who can give you support 

• You can always call a local helpline with any questions, concerns  
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Tips for Parents 

 
 

• Monitor your child’s site 
• Remind your child that people can read what is posted 
• Check in with your child regularly  

– Ask how they are feeling  
– Do not be afraid to bring up the loss 
– From day to day, reactions may change 
 
Listen to your child, validate her emotions and experiences 
 
If your child is grieving encourage other ways in conjunction with social media sites to express feelings 
– Music 
– Art  
– Small social gatherings with friends (supervised by an adult) 
– Writing 
– Physical activities  
– Talking to a professional 
– Joining a support group 
– Calling a helpline 
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Tips for Parents 

 

• Be aware of the time your child is spending on social media sites 

• Make sure your child is not isolating and continues to be connected to activities 
and friends 

• Encourage them to talk with people 

• You might need support  

– Talk to a professional 

– Check in with other parents 

– Call a local helpline  
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Tips for School Administrators  

• To the extent you can, monitor the site 

• Be prepared to support students  using your postvention strategic plan.  Here are 
two excellent sites to help schools develop this plan: 

– http://www.sprc.org/library_resources/items/after-suicide-toolkit-schools  
and http://www.riversidecc.org/traumacenter.html 

• Remind students that what is posted can be seen by others 

• Check in with students regularly   

• Ask how they are feeling 

• Do not be afraid to bring up the loss 

• Be available  

• Validate the students’ emotions and experiences  
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Tips for School Administrators  

• Be aware of how much time students are spending on media sites 

• Make sure students are not isolating and continue to be involved in school 
activities and interacting with others 

• Encourage other ways to grieve 

• Remind students how important it is to talk with others and let them know how 
they are doing 

• Schools find it helpful to conduct suicide prevention workshops several months 
after the death 

• Let students know about outside resources such as a helpline on online chat 
service 

• You may need support yourself 

– Talk with peers  

– Find outside help 

– Call a local helpline 
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• With appreciation to the participants in our groups, 
and with respect and honor to the memory of the 
friends and family members whose suicide deaths 
led these group members to share their experiences 
with us.  
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