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Experiencing the death of a loved one is a distressingly common reality for
children. The most recent data from Judi’s House (an organization dedicated to
providing comprehensive support services to grieving children and their
families) indicates that one in twelve children in the US will lose either a parent
or a sibling by the time they turn eighteen (Judi’s House, 2024). Rates of
bereavement are even higher for children in racially and ethnically minoritized
groups, and for those living in socioeconomically marginalized families.

Regardless of their background or circumstances, the death of a loved one is
often a highly stressful event for children (Bergman et al., 2017). Compounding
this stress is the fact that many children are “left to grieve alone” (Duncan,
2020), as erroneous assumptions about their responses to bereavement (for
example, that children do not grieve, or that talking about the loss of a loved
one only harms a child’s wellbeing) produce situations in which children’s grief
is both unacknowledged and unsupported.

This need not be the case. Organizations such as the New York Life
Foundation have invested and been actively involved in variety of programs and
initiatives that help bereaved children work through the grief that follows the
death of a loved one. Research indicates that interventions can improve
children’s bereavement outcomes, and that bereavement care may be most
effective when supported by adults who meet youth where they are in their
natural environments—including schools, afterschool programs, clinical
facilities, and sites of recreation and informal learning (Aoun et al., 2020; Paul &
Vaswani, 2020; Wray et al., 2022).

Children’s museums can help facilitate bereaved children's grieving processes.
In support of this goal, this Trends report presents key research findings from
the literature on bereaved children. As the first in a new series focusing on
childhood bereavement, this report offers a foundation for bereavement
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can help children overcome the grief associated with the death of a loved one.
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Key Concepts

When working with children who have lost a loved one, it
can be helpful to understand what and
mean. Bereavement is the state of having
experienced the death of a loved one; it is the fact of the
loss itself (Duncan, 2020). One can only be bereaved if
they have experienced the death of someone close to
them (Olson, 2024). Grief is how individuals respond to
bereavement. Importantly, grief is not a specific emotion
(such as fear or sadness). Instead, it is the collection of
feelings, thoughts, and behaviors triggered by the death of
a loved one (Henry, 2020). It is often experienced as
waves of suffering that include feelings of longing—and as
a “preoccupation with the deceased person or the
circumstances of their death” (Wojtkowiak et al., 2021).

Grief is a disruptive process that can bring a “bewildering
sense of meaninglessness” (Hibberd, 2013). But grief is
not pathological; it is a natural and necessary experience
that is critical to healing. Through grieving, bereaved
individuals gain an ability to adapt to loss, and to integrate
loss into their new realities. The early literature on grief
presented this as a series of stages to be moved through:
for example, denial, anger, bargaining, and acceptance
(Kiibler-Ross, 1969). Today, this model is seen as overly
rigid. As grief is a non-linear process, there is no
particular order in which grief tasks must be accomplished
(Laranjeira et al., 2022). And instead of having acceptance
and closure as their end goals, contemporary research
highlights how grief can lead to more positive outcomes—
namely, resilience and the development of meaning
systems for coping with loss (Henry, 2020).

ACM Trends Reports

The Association of Children’s Museums (ACM) is the world's foremost professional
member service organization for the children’s museum field. We leverage the collective
knowledge of children's museums through convening, sharing, and dissemination. ACM has
partnered with Knology to create the ACM Trends Reports. Knology is a nonprofit that
produces practical social science for a better world.

ACM Trends Reports are commissioned on behalf of our membership to help advance the
work of this community. They seek to draw attention to emerging issues and opportunities
for elevating the field, and help our members use data to become more accountable to
their mission and fiscal responsibilities. A product of collaborative efforts to collect data,
the Trends Reports are an effort to support ongoing, accessible dialogue. Our objective is
for this approach to be an equitable and inclusive way for museum professionals to
contextualize our work and use data to produce effective outcomes.

Grieving can be challenging for children. One reason for
this is that caretakers may attempt to shield children from
emotional pain by withholding information from them
(Wray et al., 2022). Another difficulty pertains to
children’s still-developing cognitive and emotional skills.
Some youth may not understand what death is, while
others may believe that their thoughts caused the death of
a loved one (Chen & Panebianco, 2018). Childhood and
adolescence are periods of profound change, and
children’s grieving processes also vary depending on their
developmental stage (Hoppe et al., 2024).

Bereaved Children’s Needs

Though grieving processes vary from child to child, there
are certain grieving tasks that are beneficial to all
bereaved children. Of foremost importance are those
tasks that normalize grief by showing children that this is a
natural, normal process that can help them cope with loss
and adjust to their new reality. The literature on
childhood bereavement highlights three key steps to
facilitating healthy grieving processes: (I) providing
opportunities for children to express their emotions; (2)
engaging children in open communication about their loss
(especially with family members and loved ones); (3)
creating opportunities for peers to support bereaved
children. Taken together, interventions that focus on
these objectives can help validate children’s feelings in
ways that help them emerge from grieving as more
resilient individuals.

Emotional Expression

A review of recent interventions found that “children had
better bereavement outcomes when they expressed
emotions” (Hoppe et al., 2024). Giving bereaved children
a safe, supportive space for expressing their emotions is
associated with a reduction in anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress (Howell et al., 2016). The
expression of grief-related feelings can be either verbal or
physical (e.g., drawing) (Currier et al., 2007). To facilitate
emotional expression, many interventions make use of
expressive arts therapy or play therapy-—which is
important given the fact that children more frequently
express grief through “behaviors, bodily expressions, and
play” rather than through language (Chen & Panebianco,
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2018). Participation in cultural and personal grieving
rituals can also provide bereaved children an opportunity
to display and process their feelings (Lytje et al., 2022).

Regardless of the nature of the intervention, having a
space for expressing emotions is valuable, as studies
report that bereaved children often believe they have to
hold back their feelings. Children need to be able to
“express the emotion they wish in adaptive ways”
(Akerman & Statham, 201 |). As one article puts it, they
“should not be made aware of expectations about how
one should or should not feel” (Duncan, 2020).

Open Communication

Talking about the deceased is difficult, but by creating an
environment in which children feel comfortable asking
questions and sharing their thoughts and feelings,
caretakers can help children find meaning and thus reduce
the risk of long-term suffering (Namiki et al., 2024).
“Children do not want death to be taboo,” one literature
review notes; “they want to discuss death and are open
and curious to learn more” (Wray et al., 2022).

Community organizations can play a key role in fostering
open communication. Family members sometimes struggle
to talk with bereaved children in the home; as one article
notes, “caretakers who are actively grieving may also have
a difficult time recognizing their child’s grief and may not
provide the necessary support as a result” (Olson, 2024).
Because one of the most significant determinants of a
child’s ability to successfully cope with the loss of a loved
one is family relationships (Akerman & Statham, 201 I),
many bereavement interventions seek to strengthen
parent- and caregiver-child relationships (Chen &
Panebianco, 2018), and to provide support to both the
bereaved child and their families. Interventions of this sort
can help create safe and secure home environments,
strengthen caregiver-child bonds, and increase positive
family interactions—all of which facilitate grieving
processes (Bergman et al., 2017).

Peer Support

Receiving support from peers can also be incredibly
helpful for working through bereavement-related grief.
“Bereaved families may find solace in sharing their feelings
with others and gaining insights from those in similar
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situations,” one review article finds (Namiki et al., 2024).
By interacting with others who have experienced the
death of a loved one, children can gain an increased sense
of hope and counteract the social isolation that often
comes with bereavement (Bartone et al., 2019).
Particularly beneficial in this respect are peers who
children knew prior to the loss of a loved one; “empathy
from peers,” one article reports, can help children feel
“less isolated and different” (Wray et al., 2022). Yet peers
are often unaware of how to react in these situations. To
help children prepare for supporting a bereaved peer,
Duncan (2020) advises the creation of group-based
programs that help “build(s) a network of children who
can reach out to others in parallel situations.”

Sources of Bereavement Care

Bereavement care has typically been provided in formal or
professional contexts—most notably, by mental health
professionals in schools or medical settings. But just as
grief is a multidimensional process that impacts individuals
on an emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and spiritual level
(Laranjeira et al., 2022), the most effective bereavement
interventions are likely to be those that take an
integrated, whole community approach. While counselors
and therapists play a vital role in helping children cope
with loss, they are not always provided with the
institutional support or resources needed to facilitate
grieving processes (Elsner et al.,, 2022). Moreover, the fact
that peers, relatives, and other members of children’s
existing networks often provide the most effective
support underscores the value of an approach in which
responsibilities are “shared between communities and
health services based on individual needs” (Wray et al.
2022). Social supports are “an important factor influencing
bereavement outcomes” (Aoun et al., 2018). As one
article concludes, “it is necessary to facilitate networking
with local communities and professionals such as schools
that support children, and to help children receive
support from their surroundings” (Namiki et al., 2024).

Key Takeaways

Children’s museums are well positioned to provide
bereavement care to youth grieving the loss of a loved



one. Because they offer families a safe place for
conversation, emotional expression, and embodied
learning, much of the work children’s museums are
already doing speaks to the needs of bereaved children—
whether acknowledged as such or not. By reaching out to
local organizations that work with bereaved children and
families, children’s museums can build community
awareness of how their own programs facilitate children’s
grieving processes. In the process of communicating all of
the different ways their work speaks to the needs of
bereaved children; children’s museums can position
themselves as a key part of the social support systems
dedicated to helping children adjust to the loss of a loved
one.

About This Research

Data from this report was collected through a search of
available literature. The research was supported by
funding from the New York Life Foundation.
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