
 
 

 

Transcript - Postvention 

One of the hardest aspects of working in suicide prevention is knowing that there are times when, for a 

variety of reasons, prevention does not work.  Despite a community’s best efforts to keep everyone safe and 

well, sometimes people die by suicide. When this happens, the community must be ready to respond quickly 

and effectively.  That work is called “Postvention”.  Suicide postvention involves a combination of plans and 

actions that are designed to: 

• Restore the community’s emotional equilibrium,  

• Facilitate the grieving process,  

• Limit the risk of suicide contagion, or subsequent suicidal behavior in peers, and  

• Set the stage for learning and healing for the community 

 

The key to effective campus-based suicide postvention is planning.  Community leaders need to respond 

quickly when a death occurs; therefore, a campus needs to plan for how it will respond well ahead of time.  

Thankfully, resources exist to help guide planning and implementation.  In addition to viewing this video, 

refer to “POSTVENTION: A Guide for Response to Suicide on College Campuses”, from the Higher Education 

Mental Health Alliance (show image). This guide will provide more detailed guidance on developing your 

campus’s postvention protocol.  We’ve also listed other helpful resources on the handout associated with 

this video. For now, we want to highlight a few key steps in your postvention planning process.  

 

BUILDING YOUR POSTVENTION TEAM  

Like most of the strategies in this series, planning suicide postvention works best with a multidisciplinary 

team of people, representing the many different offices across campus who would be involved in 

responding to a student death. Some may participate in the planning process only, although many will also 

help to implement postvention plans following a death by suicide.  

 

As you assemble your team, also consider “Who will lead the postvention process?” It’s best to choose a 

particular student services administrator or office to oversee the Postvention team and efforts on your 

campus. Together with the postvention team, this designated individual or office will apply your postvention 

protocols to the specific situation.  If you haven’t already watched our videos on Building a Team, we 

suggest you review the content from that module to help you assemble a group for your planning process.   

               

PROTOCOLS 

Let’s talk about the different protocols you’ll want to create to guide your postvention work in the days and 

weeks following a death. Though each situation is different, there are some common needs. These protocols 

will outline what topics need to be considered and what decisions need to be made.  
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They should be specific enough to be useful, and flexible enough to adapt to the unique needs of each 

situation.  A good place to start is to review what is currently in place on your campus. You’ll want to 

consider protocols to guide: 1) Communications, 2) Support for those most affected, 3) Memorials, and 4) 

Debriefing. 

 

Communications  

First, your protocols need to make clear who or what office is overseeing Postvention efforts. When 

someone on campus first learns of a death in the campus community, they should notify this designee 

immediately, who will then activate the Postvention team in charge of implementing the plan. 

 

But there are many other aspects of communication that also need to be considered. In the case of a 

student death, it’s important to consider who will be the first to notify or contact the family? This person will 

share whatever information is available, answer questions, and offer to meet with and support the family 

over time. It is very important to give the family details before providing any information to the campus 

community.  This person should also discuss with the family their wishes for a funeral or memorial.  If the 

death occurred off campus, it is important to coordinate these conversations with community law 

enforcement, hospital staff, or any others who may be involved. 

 

Next, consider who else on campus is likely to be most impacted (e.g., a roommate, close friends, 

teammates, faculty, coaches, residence hall staff, and anyone who had been trying to help the student). 

Decide who needs to be notified and how that communication will take place.  In some cases, it might be 

the entire campus community.  In others, it might be a smaller group of people who knew the person who 

died.  Whenever possible, inform those likely to be most affected before others, and do so in person.  It’s 

also a good idea to notify faculty and staff who work directly with students of any death on campus, so they 

are prepared to support students as needed.  

 

In determining what to say, consider the family’s needs and preferences for what is shared with others. 

Provide simply-worded, accurate information in a timely manner.  Rumors and misinformation will fill any 

voids and can interfere with safe postvention.  So, plan ways to strike a balance between too much and too 

little information, and review the safe messaging guidelines provided on the video handouts. 

 

Also, consider the role of campus media.  How will someone in that office be informed of the death, and 

how can their influence be used to educate students and reduce risk for contagion?  Certain kinds of media 

coverage can unintentionally increase suicide risk among vulnerable people.  Conversely, responsible media 

reporting can provide simple, accurate information, helpful insights about suicide loss, and details on 

accessing support services. Make sure your campus media outlets have also reviewed the guidelines for 

responsible reporting on suicide provided on the video handouts.  

 

Finally, social media has dramatically changed the way information flows across campus.  It’ll be important 

to monitor the most common sites to learn what students are saying.  You can use the same social media 

platforms to provide accurate information as well as remind students of important events and resources.     
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Support for Those Most Affected 

One of the primary goals of postvention is to provide support for those who have been affected by the loss.  

This can be challenging because so many people can be affected at the same time.  Some of those people 

may just need a check-in, while others will need something more.  Keep in mind that some of those who are 

affected and in need of support may have no direct connection to the person who died but are affected for 

other reasons.   For example, people already dealing with a death or who have a traumatic connection to 

suicide may be significantly affected without necessarily being directly involved.  Your protocols should 

provide guidance on ways to quickly mobilize campus and community resources. Campuses that have onsite 

counseling services should involve those staff ahead of time to plan options for individual and group 

support.  It helps to identify discussion topics and objectives, as well as tips for facilitators ahead of time, 

again to minimize the work that needs to be done in the moment. Some examples are given on the video 

handouts. Staff will need to be flexible in scheduling appointments and meeting sites and offer different 

format options. For some, a guided support group on or off campus might be needed.  For others, just 

providing meeting space might be enough. Affected students often want to gather with friends to discuss 

and process their reactions, and having a trained facilitator can make these meetings safer and more 

effective.   

 

Campuses that do not have counseling services should create relationships with community clinicians ahead 

of time, as a way to provide additional support for both students and faculty. Many communities have 

bereavement specialists at the local hospital or Community Services Board and these people are often 

available to help.  In general, we want to send the message that “We look out for each other, especially 

during hard times, and it’s important to know how to get help for someone who may not be able to get it 

themselves.” Have multiple strategies for promoting resources so that everyone knows how to get support 

for themselves or a friend. 

 

Some students may request academic accommodations or permission to miss classes or duties in order to 

grieve or attend a memorial service. It’s helpful to provide guidance for faculty and academic affairs staff 

about how to respond to such requests. Ideally, identify one “go-to” person for students who have concerns 

about academic accommodations, such as a representative from the Dean of Students’ or Vice President for 

Academic Affairs’ offices.  

 

The helpers who serve on the postvention committee or spend time supporting postvention activities also 

need support.  This work is hard and emotionally draining. The postvention protocol can build in strategies 

for helping the helpers in direct-service roles, such as providing support sessions facilitated by community 

mental health professionals.   

 

Memorials  

One way campuses reduce risk for contagion following a death by suicide is by giving careful consideration 

to memorial services and events.  The challenge is finding a balance between honoring the life of the person 

who died, respecting family wishes and religious perspectives, while also avoiding giving unnecessary 

attention to or even inadvertently glorifying the nature of the death. Doing so can increase the risk for 

suicide contagion.   
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Campuses should respond to death by suicide as you would a death by any other cause. Many campuses 

have created a standardized way of responding to all student deaths.  For example, some have created a 

single memorial garden honoring all who were a part of that campus community.  Some add a plaque, listing 

the individuals’ names and years that they were there.  Postvention protocols can also suggest other ways to 

honor the individual who died as well as recognize the tragedy of the death.  Living memorials, such as 

fundraising events, suicide awareness campaigns and community service activities can promote suicide 

prevention messages while providing an outlet for students who need to do something in order to make 

meaning of the loss.  The video handout includes additional resources to guide memorial activities both on a 

campus and in the community. These include the Active Minds guide for safely involving students in suicide 

Postvention and the Suicide Prevention Resource Center’s guide for clergy on memorials following suicide. 

Your team will want to have these documents handy as part of your postvention kit. 

 

Debriefing   

It’s a good idea to hold a team debrief session within two weeks after most of the postvention work is over.  

This gives members a chance to discuss what they have learned.  Each situation provides unique and 

valuable lessons that can help make the work more manageable and effective in the future. 

 

PRACTICE 

Once you have developed your postvention protocols, it’s helpful to have your team come together to 

practice putting them into action. Because these protocols will hopefully only need to be used on rare 

occasions, we suggest gathering on an annual basis and using tabletop exercises or hypothetical scenarios to 

talk through how the campus would respond. Annual practice also ensures the campus is prepared to 

respond in spite of staff turnover. You can find examples of tabletop exercises and hypothetical scenarios in 

the Higher Education Mental Health Alliance postvention guide. 

 

******************************************* 

We all know that a fatality in a campus community can be very distressing and disruptive, sometimes for a 

very small group and sometimes for the entire community. Death by suicide can add an additional layer of 

anguish for those left behind, and worry for those who work to keep everyone safe and well. The loss and 

the community’s response to the death can increase or reduce suicide risk in peers, which is one reason that 

informed postvention planning is so important.   

 

Good postvention work also helps support those most affected AND eases the return to routine, which is 

helpful in the healing process. Understandably, that will happen at a different pace for different people. 

Those least affected by the death benefit from continuity and a routine that’s as normal as possible. And 

naturally, those most affected may need support in some form for a longer period of time.  A good 

postvention plan considers how to support both groups’ needs. 

 

Effective postvention is an important part of a comprehensive approach to suicide prevention and it’s all 

about working across campus offices to develop a response plan that can be quickly and easily 

implemented.   Suicide postvention involves hard work and important learning for everyone involved. 

However, when done well, postvention helps the community respond to the death in ways that are safe and 

healing.   

 


