The impact of bereavement on a child’s health and development across the lifespan.

This essay will be focused on the impact of a bereavement in a child’s health and development as they move through their lives. This essay will go onto evaluate and critically analyse the support and interventions that are available for individuals across their lifespan. There are many charities currently working to support individuals through bereavement who work with individuals of all ages. Furthermore, this essay will go onto discuss what can happen if the individual does not receive any support when it is most desirable and the effect that this can have later in life. Fauth et al. (2009) describes that 3.8% of children aged between five and sixteen nationally have experienced the death of a parent or sibling. Noted by Fauth et al. (2009) that this cohort of children is of young age therefore the statistic across all of childhood is likely to be much higher. As mentioned above this essay will go on to evaluate the impact of bereavement throughout an individual’s life span. Akerman et al (2011) describes how childhood bereavement can have short term and long-term impact on children’s wellbeing which includes their psychological health and well-being as well as their physical well-being. 

To begin, losing a family member or close friend can trigger many psychological issues. The overwhelming sense of emotions can be difficult for anyone to cope with, especially when a child cannot understand their feelings. There is some shocking analysis from the Office for National Statistics that a survey of mental health of children aged between five and sixteen noted that children who suffer from a bereavement are roughly one and a half times more likely than other children of similar age to be diagnosed with any type of mental disorder. (Fauth et al. 2009) However, these figures did not show if these conditions were apparent before a bereavement or if they were made more apparent as a result of the bereavement. East (2016) describes how although when we lose a loved one it is a personal event in our lives, we all experience similar emotions. East (2016) describes that these common emotions are, anger, depression and emptiness, fear and grief. Alexander (2019) describes grief as a natural reaction to a loss of a loved one. Alexander (2019) describes that following on from a bereavement an individual may have feelings of anxiety and panic that are provoked by the emotions after a bereavement. Alexander (2019) describes how these feelings can be hard for young children to process and they can often find it difficult to adjust to life afterwards. However, Marie Curie (2021) describes that children more often than adults can move on from a bereavement and one moment they can be upset and the next asking to play. This is also known as puddle jumping and can be describes to parents as a child’s grief being the puddle and children jump in and out of it. It takes them a while to process what has happened and they may not know the right way to express themselves. Additionally, Marie Curie (2021) explains that adolescents will often think about the long-term impacts of losing their loved one and worry more about the changes that can occur now in their daily routine. These emotions and worries can often stay with children and adolescents until they learn to understand them. 

Additionally, there are also many long-term impacts that can be caused by a bereavement that can affect an individual across their lifespan. For instance, parents play a key influential role in our lives as we grow up and if a child loses their parents at a young age, they then go without this influential figure which can majorly impact the way in which they travel through life. (Matta 2019). Our families shape our lives and hold a huge influence over the individuals we become, Matta (2019) details the relationships we establish with our families heavily affects us across our lives and therefore when these relationships are affected by bereavement it can cause issues forming trusting and healthy relationships later on in life. Furthermore, McLaughlin et al (2019) describes in a recent report that adults who had lost a family member during their childhood often had a sense to question life and the meaning of life. For example, one participant of their survey wrote how they now pray for there to be a God in their lives as opposed to praying to God as they now wonder if people still exist after death whereas when they speak to peers about the subject they do not feel or think about the subject the same as those who suffered a close bereavement during their childhood.  Additionally, Winston’s Wish (2021) describes that bereaved children are currently being let down by the UKs education system as support after a bereavement is often patchy or non-existent. According to Aoun et al (2020) the vast majority of bereaved people majorly rely on formal and informal support from peers and professionals after losing a family member or friend. Those who do not receive any support or the correct support after a bereavement are reported to suffer more with their looking after and maintaining their well-being across their lifespan. Aoun et al (2020) states that 20-30% of bereaved individuals report to have worsened physical and mental health after a bereavement and that 30% of people felt their needs were not met afterwards with regards to the support that was available to them. 

Moving on, bereavement can also have an impact on education. When a bereavement occurs during childhood it can have an adverse effect on a child’s concentration levels which can affect their education levels. Cruse Bereavement Care (2021) describes how grief can be exhausting for students and they can often be left with an affected sleep pattern, where they struggle to sleep, or individuals can experience nightmares which can also affect their sleep. This exhaustion will have a direct effect on educational levels on individuals across the school ages. According to Hershner & Chervin (2014) sleepiness and irregular sleep patterns can negatively impact memory and academic performance as learners struggle to concentrate and retain information. Additionally, Abdelnoor & Hollins (2004) describes that a bereavement can impact an individual’s motivation to attend an educational setting due to not wanting to see others or interact with them. This does not only impact their educational levels but Abdelnoor & Hollins (2004) details that it can negatively impact an individual’s physical and mental well-being. On top of this it is also detailed that individuals who have suffered a close bereavement can then go on to suffer from anxiety which can also impose negatively on one’s educational levels due to feelings of distress being in an educational setting. (Hasan 2019). 

Moving on now this essay will now go onto discuss the support and interventions available to help children and adolescents who have suffered a close bereavement. 
There are a lot of charities within the UK that offer support for children not just for bereavement but for other traumas as well. One of these charities that offer this support is the Sandy Bear charity that offers support for children in Pembrokeshire. Sandy Bear (2021) describes how important it is for a child to have a voice after a bereavement and for adults around to provide a safe space for children to talk and express their feelings. The Sandy Bear Charity organise support groups for children of similar age and similar situations. The group sessions are described as being a safe space where children can open up and express themselves as well as being able to ask questions about their experience. Mayo Clinic (2020) explains there are many benefits of these groups. For instance, Mayo Clinic (2020) describes that they can help individuals feel like they are not alone and provide a support system that is available from those who understand the emotions and struggles that come with the loss of a loved one.

Furthermore, other types of therapies are also available for those individuals who have suffered a bereavement. Such as complicated grief therapy which is a relatively new therapy that helps individuals bounce back to their day to day lives. (Cruse Bereavement Care 2021).  When individuals undertake the complicated grief therapy the professional will work with the bereaved individual to promote a sense of connection to their lost loved one and discuss goals and plans for when grief is not so intense. (MacDonald 2018). Additionally, general counselling can also be a positive intervention for bereaved individuals. Thomas (2020) describes that when individuals are bereaved, they experience a range of emotions. Such as denial, anger and depression. It can be difficult to cope with these overwhelming emotions. According to Thomas (2020) counselling can help to express these emotions in a safe and private setting as well as being able to gather a better understanding of where the emotions have generated from. Cruse Bereavement Care (2021) states that counselling is available and effective across the life span and is not specific to an age group and can be accessed at any age. 

Additionally, a therapy that is more suited to younger children to help them adapt and cope with a bereavement is that of play therapy. Children’s Bereavement Centre (2018) explains that play therapy provides a child with a safe and accepting environment to be able to explore and express painful thoughts and life events through the medium of play. To many parents and teacher plays therapy may look like normal play time but with the correct techniques a play therapist can help children to explore their emotions and explore the use of new coping strategies. The play therapist can also help children to redirect behaviours that are inappropriate and can lead to negative consequences for the child. (Pietrangelo 2019). Furthermore, Pietrangelo (2019) describes that a recent study by Play Therapy International up to seventy one percent of children who were referred to play therapy experiences a positive change. 

Although, these interventions above all have positive aspects that are aimed to help individuals who have suffered a close bereavement they can also have some parts that can negatively affect individuals and do not suit everyone. For instance, the support groups can put pressure on individuals as they may have a social phobia so individuals may struggle to speak out in front of a group of people, particularly about traumatic or sensitive topics like a close bereavement. (McRae 2013). Another aspect of support groups and group therapies is the lack of confidentiality. For example, McRae (2013) describes that with a bigger group of individuals there is no guarantee that what is said in confidence in the support group that it will stay within those individuals as the confidence in the confidentiality that is available with a one-to-one therapist cannot be guaranteed in support groups and group therapies. Furthermore, a disadvantage of play therapy is that it is not a direct form of therapy says Langham (2020). The author details that it can be more of an expression tool to express built up emotions but can then be said to be a distraction to the trauma as opposed to being a therapy to directly deal with the bereavement. 

Generally, adult therapies for bereavement consist of different types of counselling, whether these be in group sessions or on a one-to-one basis. As mentioned previously this form of bereavement intervention can also be used for children and adolescents. Alexander (2019) describes that once the type of grief has been identified by the therapist it is up to the therapist and the bereaved individual which path of counselling they wish to pursue. One style of therapy that would be effective for older teenagers and adults is art therapy. The Katherine Valkanas Art Therapy (2020) describes that art therapy can help individuals to express their inner, often intrusive thoughts and memories as well as being able to create a keepsake image of their loved one. Strobe et al (2001) explains that art therapy can assist individuals to move towards a change in their life after suffering their loss. This can involve building up connections in one’s personal life and working towards building up personal strength and a sense of self exploration and resilience. Additionally, adults tend to benefit more from support groups than children do as the support groups can help to form support networks away from the group and friendships can be made to support one another on a daily basis by keeping in contact. This style of cognitive behavioural therapy can help individuals change the way they think about a particular trauma or event. (NHS 2021). 

Furthermore, just as mentioned previously there are always disadvantages to these interventions as they may not be suitable or be available to everyone to take full advantage of them. For instance, Andrus (2021) details that during art therapy individuals may become overcome with emotions that can be difficult to express and quite ultimately be quite distressing for individuals to go through, although the process will take time. 

To conclude, this essay has outlines and briefly explored interventions that are available to help bereaved individuals across their lifespan. The essay has defined the psychological impact that is suffered when losing a loved one or close friend as well as long term impacts of childhood bereavement and the impact it can have on adults later on in life. Bereavement at any time across the lifespan can be difficult for individuals to overcome and this essay has outlined some of the main interventions that are available for young children, teenagers and adults therefore, demonstrating a variety of interventions across the life span as well as critically analysing the interventions. The essay has also mentioned charities that are available within the UK to receive support from after a bereavement in in preparing for a bereavement. 
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