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Therapeutic Work with Individuals

There are many events in an individual’s life that can have an impact on their health and development not just immediately but throughout the lifespan.  Some of these major events include ;- bereavement, trauma, and abuse.  However, even though these experiences can have a lasting effect on one’s development, it is important that we investigate interventions that can help lessen these effects.  This essay will look specifically at bereavement and how interventions can support individuals going through this experience.
According to MIND in 2019, the term ‘bereavement’ is used to describe the experience of loosing someone around us.  Mind explains to us that ‘bereavement’ is connected to ‘grief’; which refers to the range of emotions we might feel as a result.  Every one of us experience the grieving process in different ways depending on factors such as age and how close we were to the individual.  Although, when we analyse the term ‘grief’ there are a variety of stages associated with it. Elizabeth Kubler- Ross who was an American Swiss Psychiatrist coined that grief started with five stages during the 1960s.  However, these have been expanded to seven since then.
In the summer of 2018, the World Health Organisation (WHO) released their own definition of the term “bereavement”.  They defined the term as being when we have experienced a loss of either a relationship or an important object.  
We start of the seven stages of grief with discussing shock and disbelief which is usually someone’s first reaction to the news.  An individual may immediately be startled when they first find out that a loved one has passed away.  They may struggle to comprehend what has just happened so this is often a coping mechanism which, in theory, protects one from the initial pain.  The stage that follows this is quite similar and is known as denial. During this stage, an individual attempts to deny the fact that their loved one is really gone.  People often do this to hold off the feelings yet to come by pushing through their feelings.  On the very rare occasion, individuals could get stuck in this stage for longer than is appropriate and refuse to believe the news at all.
The third stage of grief is a relatively common reaction to finding out a loved one has passed, and this stage is guilt. As we all know, guilt can often feel ‘like a punch to the gut’. During the process of grief, we often wonder if we could have prevented the death or done more with the person when they were alive.  Feelings that can worsen the experience of guilt can come from the anger and bargaining stage.  This process usually occurs after any funerals or ceremonies have taken place and involves being angry at everyone around them and even the person who has died.  This could also lead to bargaining for their return.
When individuals have had time to fully acknowledge the loss of their loved one, it is natural to fall into sadness or depressive feelings.  For example, individuals in this stage known as depression, loneliness, and reflection has the opportunity to reflect on their relationship with the deceased person and how they can begin to move on.  Even though this feeling might be very painful and raw, the individual will start to rebuild their life during the reconstruction stage and start their ‘new normal’. The final stage of grief is acceptance where ethe individual is coming to the end of their process and possibly begin to find joy in their memory rather than pain.
Everyone will experience the grieving process differently and go through it at their own pace.  For instance, some people may show their feelings and how they are coping while other might hide it deep inside.  For this reason, it is very hard to decipher a timeline for grief as some individuals might move through the process quicker than others.  Although there is no set time for this process, grieving can usually occur for any time between six months to four years.  Furthermore, one of the studies done showed that the most intense feelings normally occur between four and six months.  Having said this, certain cultures may have a different time length such as a year as a minimum.  Circumstances surrounding the death of a loved one can also affect the length of the process.  For instance, if the individual has been struggling with a terminal illness than the grieving experience could begin when they receive their diagnosis rather than when they discover the death.
When discussing the effects of bereavement on children, it is important to remember that different age groups will most likely have a variety of separate reactions.  Let’s take infants and toddlers for example, for they are the most likely to have the strongest sense of attachment to those around them.  This means, while they have little understanding of the meaning of death, the sudden disappearance of someone close to them will likely only cause anxiety that they are away from them.  What this means is, at this age, there is very little difference between whether they have been gone for a couple of hours and permanently. 
However, this is not saying infants cannot mourn for the ones they love but whereas older children may experience feelings surrounding the death, infants will more likely experience physical symptoms.  Depending on who has exited the infant’s life and the connection they had with them, they may experience difficulties such as feeding and sleeping.  As we mentioned before, infants and toddlers have a higher attachment to their caregivers and people around them than individuals who are a little older. If they lose someone close to them, even though they may not be able to comprehend the full meaning of death, they are likely to notice something is different especially if they are used to seeing  them often.  This may intensify their feelings towards attachment and may cause separation anxiety.  This can normally display itself in the infant or toddler becoming more demanding and clingier of the attention of those around them.

Loosing someone in our lives can be difficult and devastating at any age, however, it is extra complicated for young children.  This is mainly due to the fact that they are more likely to struggle with the concept that their loved one is not coming back.  Not only this, but they lack the language and the ability to communicate their feelings. How a child reacts to a bereavement will depend on several factors such as whether they were close to the individual whom has died.  No matter the circumstances surrounding the loss that the child has experienced, it is essential that their reactions are respected and responded to in an understanding manner.  For instance, if they have just lost someone who they saw often, they may struggle to adjust to a routine without their presence.  
Depending on the age of the child, they will lack the ability to form words out of their thoughts and feelings.  This mean that they may show their feelings through their behaviours due to the way they process the information.  When a child is going through a bereavement, it is beneficial to reassure them that it is okay to discuss the situation.  Most of the time, the best thing we can do when children are going through hard times is to encourage direct and open communication.  By continuing to talk to your children about what has happened, it can help them start to share their own views rather than how everyone else perceives it.  It is natural for parents and caregivers not to want their children to go to funerals or other events that they might go to because they think it will make things more complicated.  However, one of the most beneficial things for a child going through a bereavement is to be given the opportunity to not only say goodbye, but celebrate their life.
Sue Ryder reminds us that children have just as much right to the grieving process as adults and like us, there is no rulebook on how this process should unfold.  However,  a parent or caregiver have a responsibility to help their child go through this period of time.  An important way to do this is to keep letting the child know that it is natural to feel and express their emotions during this time whether or not they are aware of how they are feeling.  Children at any age can often experience a variety of different emotions following finding out that someone around them has died.  Therefore, it is vital that children are given time and space to explore their emotions wherever possible.
An essential line of support for children when they are going through a bereavement is their school and their teachers.  This is because it provides a routine that is familiar to the child at this particular time.  However, this is not to say that coming to school straight away is easy, in fact, a child who is struggling with a Bereavement may find it hard to adjust to school life as normal and can feel isolated and alone.
Especially if they are young children, they could find going back to school daunting.  Therefore, it might be useful for their class teacher to meet them outside, so they have someone to walk into the classroom with.  It may be helpful for the rest of the class to be reminded what has happened so they are aware that they may be more quiet than usual.  This may also encourage individuals within the class to make more of an effort than normal to include them in order to take their minds off of the bereavement for a bit.
As we all know, going through a bereavement can bring a lot of difficult emotions and is an individual process like discussed previously.  This may result in students struggling to concentrate in the classroom when they are trying to process their feelings.  They might get overwhelmed by their environments and sometimes, this could lead to them acting up in school.  Therefore, it is important for people around them such as parents and teachers to be aware of this so that they are not too hard on them when they do act up.
Bereavement in childhood can be a really traumatic event for a child depending on their age and depending on interventions and support used, can have lasting effects on health and development.  
Studies have shown that children who go through bereavement early in life are more at risk at mental health problems such as depression and anxiety, (e.g.; Dowdney 2000).  Specific frameworks have been studied to figure out children’s ability to react to stressful situations,(Sandler, Wolchik, MacKinnon, Ayers, & Roosa, 1997).  The transitional events model has indicated that the child’s ability to adapt is heavily reliant on what occurs after the death has happened, (Felner et al., 1988). Individuals such as Sandler et al (2003) expresses that the main goal of intervening surrounding a bereavement is to attempt to reduce the stresses of the situation and strengthen resources and support to help with this.
Initiatives such as Families Bereavement Programs are often used to focus on several areas oof the healing process using a variety of different methods.  Corr (2015), highlighted that one of the primary ways to support a child through a bereavement, is to offer them all the information possible about the grieving process.  studies show that knowing more about the process can help the readjustment to life without them.  Not only this, but finding out what is happening can help the child find more comfort in understanding the situation and ways to deal with the process. 


Although there is support out there for children going through a bereavement, a lot of children do still struggle to access these methods.  This could make it even harder for these individuals to cope in situations such as these. Most of the experiences of lack of support come from schools because how they deal with bereaved children is not always consistent with their needs.  The reason behind this is often due to the confidence held by members of staff.  They recognize how bereavement can have an effect on a child’s health and development.  However, many often feel that they are not equipped to provide the support that they need. Children who go through a bereavement and do not have the correct support to help them work through it, could face detrimental long-term effects such as mental health problems.  In fact, evidence shows that when a child goes through a major life event such as bereavement, they are more reliant on their school community to act as a steady environment during the time.  Therefore, if they are not getting the support they need when they are at school.
When grief is unresolved, the grieving process can last longer than usual.  For instance, if children do not work through major life events such as this are not properly worked through, the effects can often persist to adulthood.  This is often due to the fact that they were not given the chance to properly come to terms with the news when they were a child.  Another issue of a child not working through their bereavement at the time is that their symptoms of grieving are more likely to be more intense.  This might be because they did not receive encouragement to work through their bereavement, thus avoiding their emotions which can affect the healing process. This could lead to their grief effecting their daily lives for even longer than they otherwise would.  
Susan Berger met a lady who, apart from looking after her mother who had Alzheimer’s, felt overwhelmed and exhausted.  She was currently working on some research for Harvard Medical school under a grant that was about to run out.  She said that at the age of fifty- six, she felt she had to think of a new career.  Berger continued to interview this lady and found out that she experienced grief at a young age when she lost her father but, her ‘mother wasn’t very nurturing’. After further discussion of how her mother was when she was younger, it was discovered that she had potentially missed out on grieving her father and missed out on some of her childhood due to her mother consistently working and not having much time for her and her brothers. 
It is thought that younger individuals such as children may be challenged by the grief process due to their lack of necessary life experiences preventing them from finding coping skills that are right for them.  There is also the issue that due to the bereavement having an effect on other family members, they may not be able to access the usual support from others.  For instance, if the parents are also trying to deal with the situation, they may not be as able to provide their child with the support they require.  This could lead to increase risks of developing psychological and psychiatric disorders.  Bowlby’s (1980) research of unresolved childhood grief showed that individuals would more likely develop certain behaviours and thought processes as they move into adulthood.  This means that they are more susceptible to specific mental states such as anxiety or aggression.  Eisenstadt (1987, p. 220) reinforces that the way an individual processes grief has a huge impact in the growth of one’s personality. 




As we have discussed previously, early intervention for bereavement is the most effective way to ensure that children are not effected longer term by a death of a loved one.  For example, aiding individuals through this experience is likely to reduce its negative effects.  However, even though studies have shown that children could benefit from early interventions for bereavement, we do come across evidence that suggests that immediately after bereavement may not be the best time to receive intervention.  This is due to the fact that it could potentially interfere with the natural process of grieving.  We have previously outlined the stages of grief that was coined in 1969 by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross. 
Individuals will most likely experience the grieving process differently, especially if they are young children.  Depending on how young the child is, they may not be able to make sense of what has happened straight away. In fact, it may take them a few years to properly grieve their loss.  For instance, toddlers are most likely to have difficulty when trying to understand the concept of grief.  Not everyone will require support with their grief, but individuals should not feel ashamed to reach out if needed.  In fact, seeking help could be an integral part in the grieving process for many as it is often seen as an ‘important tool’ for healthy grief.  As grief effects people in different ways, it may be harder for some than others depending on the circumstances.  Therefore, some individuals might find it more helpful than others.
CEO of the National Alliance for Grieving Children, Vicki Jay argues that the best way for parents to assess whether they need additional support is to consider them as an individual and their usual temperament.    For instance, if they are a child who is normally outgoing and confident, a sign that they are struggling is that they may suddenly become withdrawn. The Center for Loss and Life Transition have established some of the signs that could mean that the child may find additional support beneficial.  These mainly consist of behaviors effecting the child longer term such as sleep problems and academic troubles.
It is important not to freak out when children are going through a bereavement and allow them to do it in their own time that is appropriate for their age-range.  This means, for children over the age of five, although they have the understanding of death, they may not wish to believe it.  This could lead to them denying the news for a bit of time before working through it, thus delaying the process.
The effects of a bereavement on a child is hugely dependent on their age and their stage in development.  Both of these factors need to be take into an account when attempting to decide the best time to help a child with their grief.  This is due to one’s level of understanding of the concept of death and how they express their grief.  For instance, toddlers will probably not be able to grasp the concept of grief but may still be aware that something is different.  Regardless of the age of the child, if they are old enough to understand death, it is vital that someone they know, and trust informs them as soon as possible and is completely honest.  Even though the truth may be painful or traumatic, this prevents the child from discovering additional, hurtful information later on.
Often after a loss, a child may take some time away from school to work through their grief.  As previously mentioned, grief can look very different depending on the individual.  Factors such as their age and where they are in their development can be factors that could affect how they handle a death of a loved one.  This means, it is important to remember that there is no set time frame for supporting a child and some might return to school straight away while others do not.  How long they have off school will rely on how they are feeling.  It is important that this decision is down to the child so that they do not return back to school too early as this could further delay their healing.
Husna Rahman shares her experience of supporting her own child through the death of her father.  Children are good at sensing when something is not as it should be especially when others around them are expressing differentiating emotions.  This can often cause more harm than good and could lead to them believing that they have done something wrong and begin to blame themselves for the silence.  Rahmah highlights that it is natural to want to protect children from difficult emotions and hold off sharing news such as a death of a loved one till they are a bit older.  However, not sharing information will only make things more confusing and she suggests that it is better to be honest with a child soon after the death.

Katie Koehler explains to us that, even though children do not usually understand that death is permanent till about seven years of age, children as young as babies can often sense a change in the world around them and experience a sense of loss in a general sense.  However, their understanding is not complete and may think that the person whom has died is going to return.  She explains that children cannot process death until they are provided with all of the information about what has happened.  She believes that if we hold off from discussing the topic of death, children will be likely to perceive it as a taboo subject and stop asking questions.

In conclusion, this essay has been used to discuss the impact bereavement has on a child’s health and development, either immediately or later on in their life.  Anyone who experiences trauma related events such as a death of a loved one, may be at risk of ongoing negative effects in their lives such as difficulties in maintaining relationships.  However, some individuals are at a greater risk of longer-term effects of their bereavement depending on their individual circumstances.  Although, whoever we are, every one may benefit from interventions to support them through a bereavement to help reduce the risks of prolonged effects such as depression.  
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