
When the 
Incident Breaks 
All the Rules: 
Critical Incident 
Response 
Following 
Workplace 
Suicide



Five Early Intervention                              
Principles
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Critical Incident Response 
Consultant “Job 
Description”

• Consult with Leadership to shape the case and 
craft messaging

• Position Leadership favorably

• Build group cohesion

• Allow people to talk without intrusion

• Normalize reactions

• Identify immediate next steps for self-care and 
productivity

• Triage for additional care as needed



Suicide breaks all 
the rules

• Limbic logic in meaning 
attribution

• Blame and Self-blame

• Awkward and 
treacherous messaging 
issues

• Concern regarding 
subsequent suicides



How You as 
Leader/Responder 
May Feel



Postvention 
can be 

Prevention!

• Defined by the Suicide Prevention 
Resource Center as “the provision of 
crisis intervention and other support 
after a suicide has occurred to address 
and alleviate possible effects of 
suicide.” 

• Effective postvention has been found 
to stabilize community, prevent 
contagion, and facilitate return to a 
new normal.

https://www.sprc.org/
https://www.sprc.org/


Outline
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Content adapted from “A 
Manager’s Guide to Suicide 

Prevention in the Workplace”



Coordinate

• Create order to contain 
the crisis. 

• Consult with 
Management regarding 
how they can lead 
effectively.

• Draw circles of impact to 
shape the case.



Notify

• Protect and respect the 
privacy wishes of the 
family.

• Having and providing 
scripts can be helpful.



Communicate

• Communicate

• Share only what you know for sure.

• Focus on grief rather than details regarding cause of 
death.

• Use the ACT model as a structure.
• Acknowledge, Communicate, Transition



Crisis 
Communication



Crisis Communication Process 
 ACT

• Acknowledge and name the trauma

• Communicate pertinent information with 
competence and compassion

• Transition to adaptive functioning and/or 
refer to additional care

• Crisis Care Network (now R3)

https://encrypted-tbn0.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcQHoSp2WYSUX4fCUDkvGlUsxizeyf5UQ_-W29BmOYD3yv0y1-V8-g

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://ideas.dnsee.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/crisis-management.jpg&imgrefurl=http://ideas.dnsee.com/2014/05/07/crisis-management-how-to-manage-an-online-reputation-attack/&h=600&w=800&tbnid=llt8YrOJLl527M:&zoom=1&docid=CdmAmOiZjy7v9M&hl=en&ei=BLy-VP2lAs-uyAScioDgAw&tbm=isch&ved=0CGQQMyg1MDU


ACT

Acknowledge

➢Acknowledge what has happened 

➢Use the real words and peoples’ names

➢Deliver information with sensitivity

➢Acknowledge the event’s impact upon people

➢Acknowledge the event’s impact upon you

➢Grant permission for a wide range of reactions

➢Serves to: Demonstrate leadership strength, align the leader with those 
led, establish a platform for cohesiveness



ACT

Communicate
➢Communicate both competence and compassion
➢Visibly communicate care and concern for those involved
➢Summarize what has happened. This is what we know at this 

time….
➢Present objective and credible information. OK to read a 

script. Stick with it!
➢Serves to: control rumors, reduce anxiety, and return a sense 

of control to impacted individuals



ACT

Transition

➢Focus upon immediate next steps

➢Provide information about coping – Emphasize resiliency. 

➢Triage back to adaptive functioning or to an appropriate level of care.

➢Practical Assistance  - determine basic and practical needs.

➢Linkage with Collaborative Services - transition individual to appropriate level of 
support and provide information. (EAP, counseling center, faith-based supports, 
community resources, written communications and web resources, telephonic 
support, to continued personal assistance/intervention).



Support

Offer practical, kind, palliative care to those impacted.Offer

Invite conversation in a way that is non-intrusive and does not further 
strip defenses.Invite

When appropriate, provide information regarding death by suicide and 
typical reactions to it.Provide



Link

• Provide 
opportunities for 
workgroup 
support.

• Identify 
additional 
supportive 
relationships and 
resources.



Break Out Discussion

How have you dealt with 
the tension of being 

instructed NOT to identify 
Cause of Death, but 

people already know or 
think they know?

How have you prepared 
yourself to assess for and 

prevent a subsequent 
suicide?

Any recommended 
resources?



Comfort

Communicate 
comfort and 
consult with 
managers 
regarding how 
to demonstrate 
empathy in this 
context.



Restore

• Help people transition 
back to familiar tasks 
and schedules. Give 
them permission to 
“move forward sadly.”

• Provide suggestions 
for how to do so as 
soon as is safely 
possible; even if it is 
adapted functioning.



Focus on Leadership

• Consult with 
management regarding 
their own self-care and 
how to continue leading 
effectively in the days to 
come.

• Check for manager guilt.



Honor

• In group meetings, 1:1 conversations, and while 
consulting with Management include discussion about 
how to remember the deceased and their contributions 
to the team.

• Honor with out sensationalizing cause of death.



Sustain
• Transition 

Postvention 
into Prevention 
by encouraging 
relationship 
safety, reduced 
stigma, and 
increased 
support.

•Consult with 
management 
regarding 
future  training 
on suicide 
prevention, 
depression, 
addictions, and 
other wellbeing 
topics.



SELF CARE!



Recommended Resources

• 2013 Manager’s Guide https://theactionalliance.org/resource/managers-guide-suicide-
postvention-workplace-10-action-steps-dealing-aftermath-suicide 

• 2019 CFMA Building Profits https://workplacesuicideprevention.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/20191211_Beyer_Vandepol_Aftermath_Suicide.pdf 

• 2021 CFMA Building Profits https://cfma.org/articles/crisis-management-the-critical-
human-element 

• 2019 Construction Executive https://www.constructionexec.com/article/death-by-suicide-
whose-fault-was-it 

• https://cssrs.columbia.edu/the-columbia-scale-c-ssrs/about-the-scale/ 
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Questions?



Contact 
Information

• Bob VandePol

• Bob.vandepol@gmail.com

• 616-667-7522

• https://www.linkedin.com/in/bobvandepol/ 

mailto:Bob.vandepol@gmail.com
mailto:Bob.vandepol@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bobvandepol/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bobvandepol/
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