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We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of  the land on which we work and live.  
We recognise, celebrate and respect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as 
the First Australians. We acknowledge their unique and spiritual relationships to the 

land and water as we strive for healing, equality and safety in health care.  
We pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging, and extend that 

respect to all First Nations people.

We would also like to acknowledge anyone impacted by suicide and suicidality.  
We remember those who have lost to suicide and acknowledge the suffering suicide 

brings when it touches our lives. 

Funding for this workbook has been provided by the 
Department of  Health and Human Services as part of  
the Victorian suicide prevention framework 2016–25.

Murray PHN (Primary Health Network) would like to 
acknowledge the organisations who have contributed 
towards the development of  this guide:

• North Western Melbourne PHN (particularly 
Melissa Knight) - author of  the original guide from 
which this resource was adapted.

• Northern Mallee Mental Health Alliance Suicide 
Prevention Working Group and the Sunraysia 
Mallee Suicide Prevention Network for their 
support in the review and recommendations to 
support safe communication about suicide.

We would also like to acknowledge that much of  
the source material for this workbook was originally 
created by the following organisations:

• Everymind

• Goodsports

• Lifeline

• LifeinMind

• Orygen

• Public Health England

• Victorian State Government

• headspace.

This guide has been developed to assist clubs in 
responding to a suspected death by suicide in their 
sporting community. 
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When a suicide occurs in the local sporting community, the effects can be far reaching. Questions come up about 
what to say, when and how. The way a suicide is discussed is important and should be handled with care.

Information in the guide is drawn from a variety of  sources and is provided for guidance only. It does not replace 
professional advice and support.
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Get the facts

What to say and what not to say

1

2

Before discussing a suicide with members, especially in a group setting or online, get the facts and ensure that those 
directly affected by the death have been notified and consent to public discussion.

It is best to avoid making assumptions or announcements before a suicide has been discussed with the family or 
someone close to the person. Sometimes there will be uncertainty about whether the death was a suicide or not and 
may be subject to an investigation by the Coroner. It’s best to use the term ‘unexpected death’ to avoid any legal 
implications. 

How to talk about suicide

It’s important to be thoughtful and sensitive when you 
talk to people about suicide and consider the words 
you use:

• Certain ways of  talking about suicide can alienate 
or inadvertently contribute to suicide being 
presented as glamorous, ideal or a common option 
for dealing with problems.

• Please refer to Fact Sheet 1 (page 7) about 
how to talk safely about suicide e.g. don’t say 
‘successful suicide’ or ‘unsuccessful suicide’ to 
avoid presenting death as a good outcome.

When to communicate
If  the death has been confirmed, it is generally best 
to communicate this as soon as possible to reduce 
rumours or misinformation, but first think about who 
can make the decision about telling others. The 
club committee should pre-nominate an appropriate 
committee member to lead the coordination of  
communications. It is recommended that the club 
doesn’t communicate about the death as a suicide. 
Instead, it would be appropriate to simply say an 
unexpected death has occurred in the sporting 
community and acknowledge the grief  and loss.

Face-to-face communication is best in these 
circumstances so you can monitor people’s reactions 
and provide support if  needed. However this may 
not always be practical or possible. If  your club 
uses electronic or closed-group social media to 
communicate with your members, as is common, use 
this as a way of  encouraging help-seeking behaviours 
by providing contacts for support such as Lifeline and 
other national and local services. 

Details of  support options are listed on Fact Sheet 5 
(page 12).

What to do if a club member 
dies by suicide
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Monitoring your social media
Posts on social media are not the ideal form of  
communication about a death. 

When the death is discussed by people who are not 
closely connected, speculation and misinformation 
can spread quickly, and others may share their own 
experiences of  suicidality online. People who are 
vulnerable or thinking about death can be adversely 
affected. Sharing memories, pictures or finding out 
about the death of  a friend on social media can also  
be very distressing or triggering for some people.

If  you have published or shared a post on social media 
that refers to suicide or suicidal behaviour, you should 
monitor your post regularly to identify people who are 
distressed or for comments that are concerning.

If  you do identify someone who you are concerned 
about and you know that person, you could reach out 
to them confidentially.

Look out for concerning posts or conversations. It is 
important that these are dealt with appropriately. You 
will find more information about what sort of  post may 
be concerning and how to respond in Fact Sheet 2 
(page 9).

If  you haven’t already, you might consider participating 
in training to help you respond appropriately. There are 
a range of  training options available both online and 
face-to-face. Please refer to Fact Sheet 6 (page 13)  
for a list of  training options.

What to communicate

When drafting a communication to the 
community, there are four key elements to 
factor in:

1 Be sensitive to the grief of family and 
friends in your messaging. Use the term 
‘unexpected death’ unless the family 
have given permission to acknowledge 
the death as a suicide.

2 Keep to the facts and do not discuss 
the circumstances of the death (how or 
where the death occurred) or speculate 
on reasons why someone has taken 
their life. Suicide is very complex.

3 Acknowledge the many feelings that 
people may experience on hearing 
the news and in the period following. 
Encourage them to seek help.

4 Give people information on where they 
can access support. See Fact Sheet 5 
(page 12)

Please refer to Fact Sheet 2 (page 9) for 
template messages that you might wish to 
modify for your club.
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Gathering together3
During your sports season
If  a suicide and/or unexpected death occurs either 
in pre-season or during the season, members will be 
coming together regularly. This is an ideal opportunity 
to talk as a group, acknowledge the loss, how people 
may be feeling and extend support. The committee 
will need to decide who will be the spokesperson to 
address the group and think about drafting a script 
ahead of  time, as it is likely to be an emotional time  
and a script will help to keep the messaging clear.  
The following resource may be helpful in this instance: 
lifeinmindaustralia.com.au/ for-the-sector/media-and-
public-speaking

It is likely that people will respond differently, and it 
may be useful to have a mental health professional or 
counsellor available at the event. Contact your local 
community health service or headspace centre to 
find out how to arrange this support and talk through 
your plan. Fact Sheet 4 (page 11) provides further 
information about how people might respond following 
a death by suicide.

It is also useful to have a list of  services and contact 
details available to give to each of  the players to take 
home. Please refer to Fact Sheet 5 for a list of  local 
and national services – you may wish to print this out.

During the off-season
A suicide or unexpected death during the off-season 
may make it more difficult to respond, however the club 
can still play a role in supporting the club community. 
You may consider bringing the club together for an 
appropriate gathering to nurture the team connection, 
and provide support and information about seeking 
help. See Fact Sheet 1 (page 7). The club could 
encourage and support key committee members 
and coaches to complete Mental Health First Aid and 
other types of  training during this quieter time. More 
information about the range of  available training 
programs can be found on Fact Sheet 6 (page 13).

Guidelines for memorials or events after  
a suicide death
Understandably, members may feel they need to say or 
do something meaningful after a suicide or unexpected 
death - to make sense of  the death or commemorate 
the person who has died. 

Memorials may be a way of  expressing this need and 
can include community events or posts on social media. 
They can be an opportunity for people to mourn as 
a group and seek support. However, people who are 
vulnerable may also participate in these events.

It is important to think about the unintended impacts of  
a memorial or event. In some settings, public memorials 
may be discouraged, and care needs to be taken 
around linking fundraising to the suicide of  a young 
person.

Where possible, work with a professional to discuss 
the suitability of  an event or memorial and how it should 
be managed.

http://lifeinmindaustralia.com.au/ for-the-sector/media-and-public-speaking
http://lifeinmindaustralia.com.au/ for-the-sector/media-and-public-speaking
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Stay connected4
Staying connected is an important protective factor and 
enables people to reach out, talk about how they are 
feeling and to look out for each other. Here are some 
suggested approaches that you might consider:

• Organise monthly pre and post-season training 
sessions or social gatherings.

• Keep the lines of  communication open through 
newsletters or social media posts and provide 
positive messages about self-care and looking out 
for others. See Fact Sheet 2 (page 9) for some 
suggested messaging.

• Check in with individual members who may be 
more vulnerable to see how they are going.

• Arrange for committee members, coaches and 
any other interested members to undertake 
mental health awareness and suicide prevention 
training, and think about creating a ‘wellbeing’ 
role in your club.

• Get to know your local service providers and the 
support they offer.

• Encourage and create an environment of  
openness and help-seeking.

Looking after yourself
It is important that you also consider your own 
wellbeing during this time when you are busy 
looking out for everyone else. Some useful tips 
about self-care can be found on the Everymind 
webpage: everymind.org.au/need-help/self-care

http://everymind.org.au/need-help/self-care
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FACT SHEET 1

When a suicide occurs, it can have a devastating effect on family 
members, friends and others who knew the person. 

You might not know what to say or what to do and you might think 
it is best to stay away for fear of saying the wrong thing or making 
the situation worse. However, it is better to reach out than avoid 
the discussion, as the silence of other people can reinforce the 
isolation, stigma and shame that family and friends may already 
be feeling. 

We now know that how we speak about suicide, and the way 
that we hold memorials and events related to a suicide death, 
can have real consequences for others in our community 
who may be vulnerable. This is called ‘social transmission of 
suicidal behaviours’ or ‘contagion’ and it can occur from unsafe 
communications, discussions, events and/or social media posts.

Here are some things your club can do and say to support 
club members when bereaved by suicide, and to help avoid 
unintentional impacts for others:

• When the news of a suicide is given, or a specific death is 
talked about in public settings, there is a chance that people 
can be upset or negatively affected. Plan how you will share 
news of the death in your club and how you will explain the 
suicide with care and sensitivity. Remember to always check 
first with the family or someone close before you make an 
announcement, and think about how you will provide follow  
up support to members.

• Think carefully about cultural considerations. Naming or 
sharing images of people who have died can cause great 
distress in some communities. Some cultures do not have a 
word for ‘suicide’ or do not acknowledge it in the same way. 
Always check first.

• Discussion of the death will occur in the club and the wider 
community, and speculation and misinformation can spread 
quickly. People will often want answers about why a suicide 
has occurred, which can lead to blaming a certain person or 
event. Try not to reinforce these views as suicide is complex 
and is usually the result of a range of factors and rarely due 
to a single event or problem. Correct any misinformation with 
facts that are safe to share – remembering that this should 
never include details of method, location or assumptions of 
the reasons why the death occurred. Avoid disclosing any 
content from a suicide note.

• Posts on social media are not the ideal form of communication 
about death. Sharing Facebook ‘memories’ (automated posts 
using historic pictures) and/or finding out about the suicide 
death of a friend or loved one on social media can be very 
distressing or triggering for some people. News of a suicide 
may lead others to share their own experiences of suicidality 
online. However, we acknowledge that this may often be the 
easiest way for the club to communicate, and can be a quick 
way to share information on supports.

• Avoid judgmental or inflammatory language in your club’s 
communications. Personal opinion or inaccurate information 
can be unhelpful to people who are grieving.

• If you hold an event or memorial after a suicide death, it is 
important to think about possible unintended impacts.

How to safely talk about suicide
Preventing social transmission of suicidal behaviours in your community 

Monitoring social media

If your sporting club has a social media page where 
players and members interact, posts by community 
members should be monitored. You may find that some 
people post, share or comment in a way that is unsafe 
or concerning, such as: 
• Graphic descriptions or images of suicide 

(including methods) or images that glamourise the 
person who has died

• Posts that use unsafe language or perpetuate 
myths or misinformation about suicide

• Statements that appear to deliberately seek to 
trigger difficult or distressing emotions in other 
people or that place blame or make others feel 
responsible for another person’s safety.

If you come across unsafe or concerning comments or 
posts, you should avoid arguing with users and instead 
consider: 
• Hiding the user’s post, if the platform allows it
• Making contact with the person (if you know them) 

to discuss the comment or post
• Reporting unsafe content to the relevant social 

media suicide prevention help centre, if available.

Th
e H

ea
lin

g T
re

e b
y T

ra
cy

 W
ise



NORTHERN MALLEE SUICIDE POSTVENTION PROTOCOL FACT SHEET 8

Consider the language you use
Here are some specific suggestions to help your club talk safely about suicide.

DO SAY DON’T SAY WHY?

‘Took their own life’,  
‘Died by suicide’ or  
‘Made a suicide attempt’

‘Successful suicide’

‘Unsuccessful suicide’

‘The person is ‘in a better place’ 

‘The person is ‘free from pain and 
suffering’ 

or that people ‘will be seeing them 
again soon’ 

To avoid presenting suicide as a desired outcome or a 
way of dealing with problems

To avoid impressions that the suicide death is not final 
(particularly important for young people)

‘Suicide death’ or ‘Died by suicide’ ‘Committed’ or ‘Commit suicide’ To avoid associating suicide with crime or sin

‘Passing’ or ‘Passed by suicide’

Refer to the person as ‘Mr’ or ‘Ms’ 
‘last name’

‘Died’ or ‘Death by suicide’

Don’t use the first name of the 
person who has died

To avoid distress or disrespect for Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander communities

‘Every life lost to suicide is a tragedy’ ‘Suicide epidemic’ or ‘Concerning 
rates of suicide’

Don’t describe suicide as ‘common’ 
or ‘more frequent’ among particular 
age groups or communities

To avoid language that increases anxiety or portrays 
the community as being a place where suicide is 
normalised

To avoid sensationalism and inaccuracy

‘Some people can be affected 
by hearing a description of what 
happened, so I’d prefer not to go 
into detail’

The person died by ‘method’ at 
‘location’

Conversations that include the details about the 
method or location of a suicide should be avoided. 
Talking in graphic detail about the method of suicide 
can create images that are upsetting and increase the 
risk of someone copying the behaviour.

FACT SHEET 1

Memorials and events after a suicide death
Understandably, members may feel that they need to say or do 
something meaningful after a suicide - to make sense of the death or 
commemorate the person who has died. This is a very natural and 
understandable response.

When holding events or memorials after a suicide death, it is 
important to think about possible unintended impacts. 

Where possible, work with a professional to discuss the suitability 
of an event or memorial and how it should be managed. Online 
memorials developed by sporting clubs should be monitored 
regularly and particular care needs to be taken when linking 
fundraising to the suicide of a young person.

For further information refer to:

• Fact Sheet 2 – Sample communication messages

• Fact Sheet  3 – Useful resources 
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FACT SHEET 2

EMAIL:

‘I am writing to you about the tragic death of (insert name)*. Our thoughts go out to their family and friends’  or  ‘I’m writing to you with some 
sad news that (insert name)* has died.’

‘This will be a very difficult time for (insert name)’s* family and close friends and for all who knew them.’

‘Shock, sadness and anger are very normal responses to news like this, and we know that what has happened will affect everyone in 
different ways and at different times. I want to make sure that everyone in our sporting/local community is aware of the support available to 
them, and to encourage you all to talk to us and your friends and families about how you are feeling – both now and down the track as well.’

‘We are also very mindful of how we can respect (insert name)* and their family by not engaging in any unnecessary speculation or 
discussions at this time.’

‘Here is some helpful information on supports.’

  

Sample communication messages
An example to assist your club in safely communicating with community members

Nothing can truly prepare you for the news that someone you know has died suddenly. 

Grief can affect you emotionally and physically. You may feel shock, disbelief, anger, sadness or abandonment. You may 
experience sleeplessness, loss of concentration, dizziness, muscular tension/headaches and/or loss of appetite. You may also 
find it difficult to concentrate or lose interest in things that you would normally care about.

It is important to acknowledge that these are normal reactions and although you may always grieve the person you have lost, 
you may not always feel as bad as you do now.

With support and time, your life will begin to ‘grow around’ your grief. Here are some of the supports you can access:

• Visit your GENERAL PRACTITIONER - GPs can provide support and refer you to other local services.

• STANDBY MURRAY - SUPPORT AFTER SUICIDE - 1300 727 247 (standbysupport.com.au): Provides phone and 
face-to-face support for anyone bereaved or impacted by suicide, including: individuals, families, friends, witnesses, first 
responders, schools, workplaces, community groups and sporting clubs. Contactable 24/7 and available to residents 
impacted by suicide in the Sunraysia/Mallee region.

• SUICIDE CALL BACK SERVICE – 1300 659 467 (suicidecallbackservice.org.au): Free national service providing 24/7 
phone and online counselling for suicide related grief, pain and distress.
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http://www.standbysupport.com.au
http://www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au
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FACT SHEET 3

Communities Matter

Provides a summary of issues to consider when talking broadly about suicide and suicide prevention in group and community settings 
and in online communications. Includes core principles for discussing suicide with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities.
conversationsmatter.com.au

Useful resources

Chatsafe

Chatsafe provides practical assistance to parents, educators and 
those who provide support to young people engaging in online 
activities. 
It helps communities who have experienced the suicide of a young 
person to provide information and support via social media. The site 
includes tips for using social media as a postvention tool and helps 
young people communicate safely about suicide on social media. 
orygen.org.au/chatsafe

CHATSAFE GUIDE FOR ONLINE MEMORIALS
Advice for setting up a page or group to remember someone who 
has died.
orygen.org.au/chatsafe/remembering#modal-4

headspace

Advice on safe and respectful memorials
headspace.org.au/assets/Uploads/Corporate/Remembering-a-
young-person-Memorials-and-important-events-web.pdf

Advice on safe and respectful memorials - for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities
headspace.org.au/assets/School-Support/Remembering-a-young-
person-Memorials-and-important-events-in-Aboriginal-and-Torres-
Strait-Islander-communities-web.pdf

Beyond Blue

A toolkit providing practical assistance on suicide response
beyou.edu.au/resources/suicide-prevention-and-response/suicide-response

Australian Mindframe Guidelines

Media and communications professionals have an important role to play in influencing social attitudes to suicide, and potentially the actions 
of vulnerable people. Research has demonstrated that the way suicide is communicated is significant, with some styles of reporting linked to 
increased rates of actual suicide.
mindframe.org.au/suicide
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http://www.conversationsmatter.com.au
https://www.orygen.org.au/chatsafe
http://www.orygen.org.au/chatsafe/remembering#modal-4
https://headspace.org.au/assets/Uploads/Corporate/Remembering-a-young-person-Memorials-and-important
https://headspace.org.au/assets/Uploads/Corporate/Remembering-a-young-person-Memorials-and-important
https://headspace.org.au/assets/School-Support/Remembering-a-young-person-Memorials-and-important-ev
https://headspace.org.au/assets/School-Support/Remembering-a-young-person-Memorials-and-important-ev
https://headspace.org.au/assets/School-Support/Remembering-a-young-person-Memorials-and-important-ev
https://beyou.edu.au/resources/suicide-prevention-and-response/suicide-response
http://www.mindframe.org.au/suicide
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FACT SHEET 4

When someone dies by suicide the impact on individual club members will vary.

Symptoms of grief

Grief is a healthy part of the healing process and shouldn’t be viewed as poorly 
coping. Grief is hard and it may never completely disappear. Club members may 
always grieve the person they have lost, but that doesn’t mean they will always 
feel as bad as they do right now. With support and time, life will begin to ‘grow 
around’ the grief.

Some of the initial thoughts, feelings and physical responses of club members to 
a suicide may be powerful and intense, and include:

• shock, numbness and disbelief that there was no chance to say goodbye

• strong feelings of anger or confusion

• isolation and emotional withdrawal from others

• feelings of depression, sadness, loneliness and tearfulness

• loss of interest in things they usually enjoy

• helplessness

• restlessness

• difficulty with everyday routines

• change in appetite

• sleeping, increased tiredness or insomnia

• muscular tension and headaches, dizziness

• shame, guilt, failure and regret that they did not prevent the suicide

• regret about things they did or did not do while the person was alive.

What helps?

It is important that clubs and club members take the time to look after themselves:

• allow expression of thoughts and feelings

• do things that are relaxing and soothing

• engage in physical activity/exercise, especially if you notice pent-up energy

• don’t be afraid to seek professional help.

If you are concerned about a member of the team, encourage them to seek help by either 
contacting one of the listed services in this guide (Fact Sheet 5) or seeing their GP.
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Supports

GENERAL PRACTITIONERS

GPs can provide support and refer you to other 
local services. Those who have experienced 
sudden traumatic loss recommend their family 
GP as a key contact, particularly for working 
out what may be the best support options for 
each individual situation. 

 
GRIEFLINE – 1300 845 745 
www.griefline.org.au

Free national helpline offering confidential 
phone counselling for grief, loss and trauma.

Operates 6am to midnight AEST 7 days and 
also conducts online forums.
 Specialist programs:
• insomnia (inability to sleep)
• financial and relationship loss
• lloneliness and isolation.

 
AUSTRALIAN CENTRE FOR GRIEF AND 
BEREAVEMENT COUNSELLING (VICTORIA) 
– 03 9265 2100 
grief.org.au

Provides a state-wide specialist service for 
individuals, children and families who need 
assistance following the death of someone 
close to them. Includes bereavement  
support groups.

http://www.griefline.org.au
http://grief.org.au
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FACT SHEET 5

Where to go for help

StandBy Murray - Support After Suicide
StandBy Murray provides telephone or face to face support to 
anyone bereaved or impacted by suicide, including: individuals, 
families, friends, witnesses, first responders, schools, workplaces, 
community groups and sporting clubs.   StandBy also provides a 
range of educational workshops.  StandBy can be contacted 24/7  
on 1300 727 247 or standby.murray@wellways.org
A range of information and resources can be found on the website
standbysupport.com  |  1300 727 247

Thirrili – National Indigenous Critical Response 
Service (NICRS)
National service which works closely with StandBy Murray to  
support Indigenous individuals, families and communities impacted 
by suicide loss or other significant trauma. A Critical Response  
Support Advocate can be contacted 24/7.
thirrili.com.au/nicrs  |  1800 805 801

Suicide Call Back Service
24-hour national telephone counselling service for people aged  
18 years and older who are suicidal or bereaved by suicide.  
For phone or online counselling services and further information,  
visit the Suicide Call Back Service website.
suicidecallbackservice.org.au   |  1300 659 467

headspace 
headspace provides early intervention mental health services 
to 12-25 year olds, and offers free online/telephone support 
and counselling to young people and their families and friends 
via eheadspace. headspace can also provide advice on safely 
communicating with and supporting young people after  
suicide loss.
headspace.org.au   |  1800 650 890

General practice
A GP can assist with all health and wellbeing needs, and is  
able to refer to a range of local professional supports. Some local 
health service, including doctors can be located on the national 
service directory.
healthdirect.gov.au/australian-health-services

For further information on resources available to help prevent  
suicide in Sunraysia Mallee, go to:
murrayphn.org.au/suicideprevention
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http://www.standbysupport.com.au
http://thirrili.com.au/nicrs
http://suicidecallbackservice.org.au
http://www.headspace.org.au
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/australian-health-services
https://www.murrayphn.org.au/suicideprevention/
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FACT SHEET 6

Building our community safety net -  
training opportunities

Question. Persuade. Refer. (QPR)
QPR is a brief online suicide prevention training program for 
community members, that only takes 60 minutes to complete. QPR 
training for people in Sunraysia/Mallee is provided free via support 
from the Victorian Government funded Mildura Place-Based Suicide 
Prevention Trial. 
murrayphn.org.au/QPR

Mental Health First Aid Training (MHFA)
Mental Health First Aid has been found to have positive impacts 
for sporting clubs. It helps to build skills and confidence in the club 
around supporting wellbeing and has also been found to improve 
player retention. Mental Health First Aid training comes in a variety 
of modes (face-to-face, online, blended) and can be tailored for 
different audiences (e.g. Indigenous and youth).
mhfa.com.au

Outside the Locker Room
Delivers mental health education and welfare support to community 
sporting clubs across Australia and in all sporting codes.
otlr.org.au

Tackle your Feelings
Aims to improve mental health resilience and supports in Aussie 
Rules community football clubs. Works with coaches to help them 
better look out for all those involved in the club, and to provide 
support and education to players and their families.  
tackleyourfeelings.org.au

LivingWorks Australia
LivingWorks Australia offers a range of suicide prevention training 
for community and professional helpers. Introductory training is 
available online through the START program or via face-to-face 
through safeTALK. There is also a more comprehensive program 
called Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST).
livingworks.com.au

Wesley LifeForce
Wesley LifeForce offers suicide prevention training for community 
members and workplaces. 
wesleymission.org.au

Mental health and suicide prevention training can help individuals identify signs of distress in others which may otherwise be missed or 
misinterpreted. Regular community training builds a local safety net that helps to ‘catch’ those in our community who need assistance and direct 
them towards help.
Here are some training options that sporting clubs can consider:
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http://murrayphn.org.au/QPR
http://mhfa.com.au
http://otlr.org.au
http://www.tackleyourfeelings.org.au
http://livingworks.com.au
http://wesleymission.org.au

