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The im pact  of 
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W hat  is bereavem ent?

• ​Ber eav em en t  i s t h e ex p er ien ce o f  losin g  a  lov ed  

on e.  I f  i t  h ap p en s in  ch i ld h ood ,  i t  i s a  

sig n i f i can t ex p er ien ce t h at  m ay  h av e lon g - t er m  

ef f ect s on  d ev e lop m en t  ( Rev et e t  a l .,  2 0 2 0 ) .

• Gr ie f  i s t h e em ot ion a l  r esp on se t o  t h is loss

• Ch i ld r en  p r ocess i t  d i f f e r en t ly
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Grief is a universal human experience 
Emotional well-being, behaviour, relationships, long-term mental health 
Understanding is important for support 
 
 

  



Slide 3 

 

Th e  loss of  a  pa r e n t  or  

ca r e g ive r

• Em ot ion a l

• Cog n i t i v e

• Socia l

• Psy ch o log ica l

• Disr u p t  a t t ach m en t  

p at t er n s

Bereavem ent im pact on childhood 

developm ent

 

 

Sense of insecurity – disrupt attachment patterns – hard to form secure bonds later 
Increased anxiety and relational difficulties  (Hoppe et al., 2025) 
 
 

  



Slide 4 

 

Ef fe ct s on  n e u r ocogn it ive  

de ve lopm e n t

• Acad em ic p er f o r m an ce

• Ed u cat ion a l  en g ag em en t

• Bo lh u is e t  a l .,  2 0 2 4  I Q 

sco r es
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Academic performance, educational engagement and accomplishements negatively 
impacted. (Elsner et al., 2022) 
Bolhuis et al (2024) children experienced bereavement before age of 10 lower IQ scores – 
aspects of cognitive processing 
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Ef fe ct s on  e m ot ion a l  a n d  

psych olog ica l  de ve lopm e n t

• I n cr eased  em ot ion a l  

r esp on ses

• Not  sim p le  sad n ess

• Sy m p t om s associa t ed  w i t h  

p r o lon g ed  g r ie f  d iso r d er

Bereavement impact on childhood 
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Boelen and Spuij (2021) prolonged grief symptoms, depressive symptoms, depressive 
symptoms and post traumatic stress symptoms 
Emotional distress reach beyond sadness 
Persistent emotional pain, intrusive thoughts, difficulty accepting the loss 
The distinction is important – intensity, duration, functional impairment 
PGD interfere with concentration, sleep, emotional regulation, social engagement 
PTSD- hyperarousal, avoidance, recurrent distressing memories 
Joy et al., 2024- children’s questions about death – supporting children’s understanding 
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M e n t a l  h e a lt h  e f fe ct s

• Em ot ion a l  an d  b eh av iou r a l  

sy m p t om s:  d ep r ession ,  

an x ie t y

• Bj ør n d a l  e t  a l .  ( 2 0 2 5 )  

d eat h  o f  p ar en t  o r  sib l in g

• O’Har a e t  a l .  ( 2 0 2 4 )  

ch i ld r en  8 - 1 6  y ear s o ld  w h o  

lost  a  p ar en t

Bereavement impact on childhood 

developm ent
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the risk of emotional and behavioural symptoms, including depression and anxiety, when 
compared to non-bereaved children (Denckla et al., 2024) 
Bjorndal et al (2025) 1.7 million 
Increased risk of common psychiatric disorders, depression, anxiety, substance use and 
stress related 
Stress resilience lower – lower resilience – higher rates of psychiatric disorders 
Ststistically significant association bereavement – mental health conditions 
Ohara et al 2024 Family Bereaved Program – mental health problems 
Changes in stressful events, adaptive coping and positive parenting-children’s mental health 
outcomes 
Fear of abandonment – increased internalisinf symptoms and maladaptive grief several 
years later , girls 
Emotional and cognitive responses to bereavement are important mediatorsfor long term 
mental health problems 
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Socia l  a n d  r e la t ion a l  

de ve lopm e n t

• Al t er s f am i ly  d y n am ics

• Al t er s p eer  in t er act ion s

• Sco t t  e t  a l .  ( 2 0 2 5 )  

d ist r u p t ion in  socia l  

en g ag em en t

• Ger h ar d  e t  a l .  ( 2 0 1 2 )  Peer  

r e la t ion sh ip s
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Family dynamics and peer interactions, potentially leading to social withdrawal or difficulties 
in forming secure relationships 
Articulate needs to understand death and process their experiences socially  
Scott et al (2025) – children loss of a parent reported distruptions in social engagement 
Altered children’s roles in family and social context, they felt misunderstood 
Gerhard et al. (2012) siblings aged 8–17 years who had experienced the death of a brother 
or sister, compared with matched classmates, social behaviour, peer acceptance, friendship 
nominations, and peer perceptions of social qualities. They were perceived sensitive isolated 
victimized 
In elementary grades fewer friendships, lower peer acceptance, isolated behaviour 
Observable social withdrawal and relational isolation 
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I ntervent ions

Boelen et  a l.  ( 2 0 2 1 ) CBT 

• Pr o lon g ed  g r ie f  d iso r d er

• CBT com p ar ed  w i t h  a  

n on d i r ect iv e  su p p or t i v e  

cou n se l l in g

• CBT con sist en t ly  p r od u ced  

sig n i f i can t ly  g r eat er  

r ed u ct ion s in  PGD 

sy m p t om s

Sa lina s ( 2 0 2 1 )

• Play  b ased  in t er v en t ion  

in  a  g r ou p  set t in g

• Sem i - st r u ct u r a l  

in t er v iew s an d  san d t r ay

• Th e cam p  env i r on m en t  

h e lp ed  r ed u ce f ee l in g  o f  

i so la t ion  an d  n o r m al ise  

g r ie f  r eact ion s

Fit zson et  a l.  ( 2 0 2 4 )

• Lon g - t er m  im p act  o f  

Fam i ly  Ber eav em en t  

Pr og r am  ( FBP)

• Up  t o  1 5  y ear s

• Th e key  is st r en g t h en in g  

p ar en t  – ch i ld  

r e la t ion sh ip s
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Boelen et al. (2021) 
Empirically supported bereavement intervention for children and adolescents with 
prolonged grief disorder. 
Randomised clinical trial with 134 bereaved youth, comparing CBT Grief-Help with 
nondirective supportive counselling. 
Both interventions reduced grief symptoms, but CBT Grief-Help produced significantly 
greater reductions in prolonged grief at post-treatment and all follow-ups. 
CBT Grief-Help also led to greater long-term reductions in comorbid depression, post-
traumatic stress, and internalising problems at 6- and 12-month follow-ups. 
Provides robust evidence that structured, targeted CBT is particularly effective for children 
experiencing persistent and clinically significant grief. 
 
Salinas (2021) 
Explored the impact of a bereavement camp using a qualitative design. 
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and sandtray play, allowing for the 
developmentally appropriate expression of grief. 
Findings indicated themes of posttraumatic growth, including improved coping, emotional 
expression, and meaning-making. 
Symbolic play reflected feelings of safety, belonging, and peer support, helping to normalise 
grief and reduce isolation. 
Although not a controlled study, it offers valuable empirical insight into how play-based 
group interventions support emotional processing in bereaved children who may struggle 
with verbal expression. 
 
Fitzson et al. (2024) 



Examined the long-term effects of a family-based intervention up to 15 years after parental 
death. 
Randomised controlled trial involving 244 bereaved children and adolescents and their 
caregivers. 
The FBP focused on improving parenting quality, emotional support, and coping skills for 
both parents and children. 
Improved parenting immediately after the intervention predicted greater child support-
seeking and perceived parental warmth at 11 months. 
These relational improvements were associated with posttraumatic growth in social 
relationships at 6 years and broader personal growth at 15 years. 
Highlights the importance of strengthening parent–child relationships as a key mechanism 
for promoting long-term resilience and positive adjustment following bereavement. 
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Conclusion

Ber eavem en t  has a 

pr ofoun d ef fect  on  

ch i ld r en ,  bu t  em pir ical  

ev idence show s pr om isin g  

r esu l t s w i t h  in t er ven t ion s 

t ai lor ed t o ch i ld r en’s 

developm en t al  needs.
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