
Bereavement 



Family Bereavement and Bereavement as an Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) 



• Emotional
• Cognitive
• Social 

development 



Family bereavement may be 
understood as an Adverse Childhood 
Experience (ACE), particularly when 
it occurs during adolescence. ACEs 
are potentially traumatic 
experiences occurring before the age 
of 18 that disrupt a child’s sense of 
safety, stability, and attachment, and 
are associated with increased risks 
to long-term health and wellbeing.





By mid-adolescence, individuals 
typically possess a cognitively 
mature understanding of death 
but have not yet fully developed 
emotional regulation capacities.
 This developmental imbalance 
can heighten emotional distress, 
existential questioning, and 
engagement in risk-taking 
behaviours. 





Why Age 15 Is a Critical 
Developmental Stage?





• Mood Instability
•  Impulsive Behaviour
• Maladaptive Coping 

In Response To Loss 



Socially, adolescents seek greater 
independence and peer support, yet 
bereavement may force premature 
responsibility within the family, 
sometimes resulting in 
parentification.

Societal assumptions about 
adolescent resilience can lead to 
grief being underestimated, reducing 
access to needed emotional support. 







• Irritability
• Withdrawal
•  academic 
disengagement
•  risk-taking



• Adolescent grief is also developmentally recurrent. As 
young people encounter new milestones, earlier losses may 
be re-experienced with increased understanding and 
emotional intensity, challenging linear models of grief. 

• Social and family contexts further shape grief responses, 
peers may lack the capacity to provide support, increasing 
isolation, while caregivers’ own grief may limit emotional 
availability, prompting adolescents to suppress needs or 
assume adult roles. Thus, adolescent grief is a complex, 
ongoing process shaped by development, relationships, and 
social expectations. 









Emotional and Psychological Impact 
of Bereavement in Adolescence 





• Cognitive development allows adolescents to comprehend 
the finality of death and to engage in abstract reflection on 
existential issues. While this capacity facilitates meaning 
making, it also increases vulnerability to rumination, self-
blame, and anxiety. 
• Adolescents may question fairness, mortality, and the 
circumstances of the loss, sometimes attributing 
responsibility to themselves, particularly when 
communication within the family is limited or when the death 
was sudden or violent.
• Such cognitive-emotional interactions heighten the risk of 
prolonged or complicated grief. Prolonged grief in 
adolescence can manifest as persistent yearning for the 
deceased, difficulty accepting the loss, and an inability to 
engage in age-appropriate social and academic activities.



Bereaved adolescents are at 
elevated risk for mental 
health difficulties, including 
major depressive disorder, 
anxiety disorders, post-
traumatic stress symptoms, 
and self-harm behaviours. 
Sudden parental death has 
been linked to higher rates 
of depression, suicidal 
ideation, and maladaptive 
coping strategies such as 
substance misuse.





Social factors further moderate 
psychological impact. Peer rejection, 
bullying, or minimisation of grief by 
adults can amplify feelings of 
isolation, helplessness, and shame





Social 
Development and 
Peer Relationships 

in Bereaved 
Adolescents 



Research indicates that peers often lack the emotional 
maturity to support bereaved adolescents effectively, 
which can result in avoidance, minimisation of grief, or 
even bullying. 





The death of a parent or close family 
member is a uniquely stressful event 
in adolescence due to the 
simultaneous demands of 
psychosocial and neurological 
development and is associated with 
diverse emotional and behavioural 
responses.





Bereavement also alters adolescents’ 
engagement with peers. Peer 
relationships become increasingly 
central during this developmental 
stage, and social support from friends 
can predict adjustment outcomes 
after loss. 
Grief can reinforce social isolation if 
adolescents withdraw or if peer 
networks do not recognise or validate 
their experience. 



• Developmental 
competence

•  Work
•  Peer relationships 
• Future planning



Adolescents who experience inconsistent caregiving or 
limited emotional support post bereavement may develop 
insecure attachment strategies that persist into adulthood, 
manifesting as difficulties in forming close relationships, 
emotional withdrawal, or relational anxiety. In contrast, 
adolescents supported through grief may exhibit enhanced 
empathy, emotional insight, and relational resilience, 
illustrating that bereavement can sometimes contribute to 
positive socio emotional development when appropriately 
mediated. 



Cognitive, emotional, and 
developmental processes. 



Impact on Education and Behaviour 



BEREAVEMENT IN MID-ADOLESCENCE 
OFTEN HAS A PROFOUND EFFECT ON 

EDUCATIONAL ENGAGEMENT, 
LEARNING, AND BEHAVIOUR, 

REFLECTING THE INTERACTION OF 
COGNITIVE, EMOTIONAL, AND SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENTAL FACTORS. 

ADOLESCENTS AT AGE 15 ARE 
NAVIGATING COMPLEX ACADEMIC 

DEMANDS WHILE SIMULTANEOUSLY 
MANAGING IDENTITY FORMATION AND 

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS. 
BEREAVEMENT CAN DISRUPT THESE 
PROCESSES, WITH CONSEQUENCES 

FOR SHORT- AND LONG-TERM 
EDUCATIONAL TRAJECTORIES.



• Cognitively, grief can impair attention, memory, and 
executive functioning, as mental resources are diverted to 
processing emotional distress.

•  
• Adolescents may struggle to concentrate in class, retain 

new information, or complete assignments on time. These 
challenges can be misinterpreted by educators as 
disengagement, laziness, or behavioural misconduct 
rather than manifestations of grief, highlighting a critical 
gap in adult understanding of adolescent bereavement.

• Behavioural changes frequently accompany cognitive 
disruption. Adolescents may exhibit withdrawal, irritability, 
defiance, or oppositional behaviour, reflecting internalised 
distress or frustration with disrupted routines. 



Some may engage in risk-taking behaviours, including substance experimentation or 
unsafe social activities, as coping mechanisms or attempts to assert control over their 
environment.

Without recognition and support, such behaviours can become entrenched, 
potentially impacting academic attainment and future opportunities.

School systems play a pivotal role as either risk or protective factors. Environments 
that fail to recognise grief-related behaviours may inadvertently exacerbate 
difficulties through punitive approaches, social exclusion, or rigid academic 
expectations.



Trauma- and grief-informed educational practices can provide stability, 
understanding, and scaffolding to support grieving adolescents. 

Examples include flexible deadlines, counselling access, peer support 
programs, and teacher training on bereavement awareness. Such 
interventions not only mitigate educational disruption but also promote 
psychological and social resilience.

Educational outcomes following bereavement are highly context 
dependent. Cognitive, emotional, and social disruptions do not occur in 
isolation, they interact with systemic factors including school culture, 
teacher responsiveness, peer relationships, and family support. 



This highlights the importance of systemic, developmentally 
informed interventions that address both learning and emotional 

needs simultaneously.

Research underscores that supportive, flexible, and understanding 
educational environments can buffer the negative impact of grief, 

whereas rigid or punitive systems may compound stress, leading to 
disengagement and long-term disadvantage. 



Lifelong Developmental 
Implications of Adolescent 

Bereavement 



Mental Health 
Outcomes



Social and 
Relational 

Implications
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