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The unexpected or untimely death of a loved one 
is among the most common traumatic events 
Americans experience; many rate it as the worst 
event in their life.1 Yet, the death of a loved one 
and its implications remain invisible because of 
a lack of awareness and government accounting. 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) collects data on mortality events but not on 
the surviving family and friends or the enduring 
ramifications in the aftermath for the bereft. We can 
deduce, however, that prevalence and incidence of 
bereavement is high due to the “multiplier effect,” 
meaning for every one death multiple individuals 
are impacted. For example, for every one COVID-19 
death, approximately nine Americans will survive 
having lost a grandparent, parent, sibling, spouse 
or child. Moreover, the study’s authors suggest that 
nine individuals is a significant underestimate.2 These 
family survivors are now themselves at risk for poor 
physical health outcomes, premature death, and 
other adverse consequences that can alter their  
life course. 
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Americans are experiencing an 
alarming number of unexpected 
deaths with little, if any, access to 
high-quality bereavement care.

Americans are experiencing an alarming number of unexpected 
deaths with little, if any, access to high-quality bereavement 
care. Bereavement is unrecognized and unattended by researchers, 
policymakers, and practitioners alike. It is ubiquitous and yet 
invisible as a public health matter, with profound implications for 
the social and economic well-being of families, communities, and 
the nation as a whole.

Rigorous population-level studies examining the health behaviors 
and outcomes of millions of individuals find that bereaved parents,3 
siblings,4 children5 and spouses6 are all at risk of premature 
death, as well as a host of other poor health, social and economic 
outcomes, as a result of such loss. Bereavement is a major driver 
of many health inequalities by race and socioeconomic status that 
continue to challenge the nation and families for years following the 
death event.7

Ellis was an avid reader, cyclist and music enthusiast who was killed by a drunk driver at age nineteen.
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•  Suicide rates increased by 35 percent from 1999 to 2018.9

•  Suicide is the second leading cause of death among persons  
aged 10-34, and the fourth leading cause of death among persons 
aged 35-54.10

•  From 2007-2017, suicide increased 56 percent among persons aged 
10-24. Among persons aged 15-19, suicide increased 76 percent from 
2000-2007.11

Suicide

•  In 2017, homicide was the fourth leading cause of death among 
persons aged 1-9, fifth among children aged 10-14, and third among 
persons aged 15-34.12

•  The homicide rate among persons aged 10-24 remained stable from 
2000-2007, declined 23 percent from 2007 to 2014 and then increased 
18 percent through 2017.13

•  Black men are at 12.5 times greater risk of homicide than  
White men.14

•  Black men and boys account for 54 percent of all homicide victims.15

Homicide

•  According to the CDC, more than 702,000 Americans died from 
overdoses from 1999 through 2017.16

•  In 2017, two-thirds of the 70,237 overdose deaths involved 
prescription or illicit opioids, resulting in 130 deaths per day.17,18  
By 2018, opioid overdoses dropped by 4 percent, resulting in  
67,367 deaths.19

•  During 2015-2017, among Americans 18 and older, nearly all  
racial/ethnic and age groups experienced increases in opioid-
involved overdose deaths. Of note, Black Americans aged 45-54  
years and 55-64 years who live in large central metro areas and 
White Americans aged 25-34 years who in large suburban metro 
areas experienced the biggest increases in opioid-involved  
overdose deaths.20

•  In 2017, individuals aged 25-34 years had the highest mortality  
rate due to opioid involved overdoses, while persons aged 35-44 
years and 45-54 years followed.21 Notably, these demographics 
correlate to prime child-bearing and child-rearing years, leaving 
bereaved parents and children at risk for adverse health and life 
course outcomes.

Overdose 
deaths

The data reveals the following:

Mortality Prior to COVID-19

In 2018, the most recent year that 
data is available, the CDC recorded 
more than 2.8 million deaths, the 
most on record.8

Bereavement Facts & Figures



8 9

Mortality Since COVID-19
Including COVID-19, mortality rates from all causes exceed projected deaths relative to 2019 trends.
A June 2020 Government Accounting Organization (GAO) report, COVID-19: Opportunities to
Improve Federal Response and Recovery Efforts, illustrates how mortality has increased above
2019 trends and how the number of deaths during the COVID-19 pandemic has exceeded the
anticipated number of deaths, based on previous mortality trends documented by the CDC.22

In addition, according to The New York Times, through May 2020, homicide rates have increased
nearly 22 percent in 36 U.S. cities, with some reporting records levels of violence.23 While it is  
too soon to know if this increase is a brief deviation or a harbinger of things to come, the trend  
is concerning.

Mortality Among Black Americans
Black Americans are disproportionately impacted by the premature 
deaths of loved ones. Across the life course, Black Americans are 
more likely to experience the death of children, spouses, siblings 
and parents when compared to White Americans.24 They are three 
times as likely as White Americans to have two or more family 
members die by the time they reach the age of 30.24

Further, Black Americans are exposed to death earlier and more 
frequently than White Americans. Individuals who are exposed 
to death at early ages are more vulnerable to negative social and 
health outcomes for the rest of their lives.25 These experiences 
cause greater cumulative disadvantages, induce greater levels of 
stress and deplete financial resources.25

Regie is a literary performer and educator whose father died way too young. He still wrestles with the 
loss of his father.
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Prevalence and premature death
In the United States today, an estimated  
two million children under the age of 18 
have a mother or father who has died.26 
Young people who lose a biological parent 
have a significantly increased risk of 
attempting suicide.27

Other outcomes
When compared to non-bereaved children, 
bereaved children experience lower self-
esteem,28 reduced resilience,29 lower grades 
and more school failures,30 heightened risk 
of depression,31 suicide attempts,32 suicide,33 
and premature death due to any cause,34 
drug abuse,35 violent crime involvement,36 
youth delinquency,37 and a greater 
number of, and more severe, psychiatric 
difficulties.38,39

Racial inequity
Black children are exposed to death, and 
thus bereavement, earlier in life and in 
greater frequencies than White Americans 
which undermines their health, increases 
mortality risk and can alter their life course.40 
Black children are three times as likely to 
lose a mother and more than twice as likely 
to lose a father by age 10 when compared 
to White children.40  By age 20, Black children 
are twice as likely to lose a mother and 50 
percent more likely to lose a father when 
compared to White children.40

Juvenile Justice
Detained youth are exposed to greater 
levels of violence because many grow up in 
high-crime neighborhoods and experience 
greater levels of poverty. Nearly 90 percent 
of detained youth report experiencing the 
death of at least one close loved one, while 
65 percent report multiple losses. Of those 
bereaved youth, 65 percent report violent 
death loss. Approximately 25 percent of 
detained bereaved youth joined a gang 
following the loss of a caregiver or friend.41

Bereaved Children: 
Losing a Parent in Childhood

An estimated two million 
children under the age of  
18 have a deceased mother 
or father.
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Prevalence and premature death
Approximately eight percent of the US 
age 25 and under, around eight million 
Americans,42 have lost a sibling.43 Siblings 
who lose a brother or sister during 
adolescence face a 71 percent increase in 
all-cause mortality for 37 years post-death. 
The risks are highest during the first year
after sibling death, among siblings of the 
same sex, and among siblings close in age.44

Other outcomes
Young people who lose a sibling are more 
at risk for a number of poor outcomes, 
and bereaved sisters are far more affected 
than bereaved brothers. Bereaved sisters 
are at increased risk of completing fewer 
years of school, dropping out of high school, 
becoming pregnant as a teen, not
attending college, and have an average 
reduction in income of 20 percent.45

Racial inequality
Sibling relationships are often the longest and deepest relationships we have. Black siblings are  
20 percent more likely than White siblings to have lost a sibling by age 10.46 By age 60, they are  
50 percent more likely to have lost a brother or sister.46

Approximately eight percent
of the U.S. population age 25 
and under have lost a sibling.

Bereaved Siblings:  
Losing a Sibling During Childhood

Bereavement Facts & Figures



1514

Bereaved Parents:  
Losing a Child at Any Age

Prevalence and premature death
Researchers estimate that by age 60, 
12 percent of American parents have 
experienced the death of a child. These 
losses incrementally increase as parents age 
with 18 percent of Americans age 80 and 
over having lost a child during their lifetime.47 

Parents who lose a child at any age are at 
risk of premature death, with mothers at risk 
of dying from both unnatural and natural 
causes, while fathers are more at risk of 
unnatural death.48

Other outcomes
According to the Institute of Medicine, 
the death of a child is one of the greatest 
and most enduring stresses a person can 
experience.49 Bereaved parents are more 
likely to suffer cardiac events,50 immune 
dysfunction,51 depressive symptoms, poorer 
well-being, less purpose in life, more 
health complications, marital disruption,52 
psychiatric hospitalization,53 cancer 
incidence,54 dementia,55 and premature 
death.56 These health, social, and economic 
effects are long lasting - one study found 
that even after an average of 18 years since 
the death of a child, parents still suffered 
from poorer physical and mental health than 
non-bereaved parents.57

Racial inequality
Black parents are exposed to the death of 
their child at exponentially greater rates than 
White parents hence they experience greater 
adverse health and social outcomes.58 Black 
parents are more than two and a half times 
more likely than White parents to lose a child 
by age 30, more than three times more likely 
to lose a child by age 70 and more than four 
times more likely by age 80.59 Moreover, 
when child death occurs prior to age 40, 
Black parents are nearly three times more 
likely to develop dementia when compared 
to White parents.60

Parents who lose a child 
at any age are at risk of 
premature death.
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Bereaved Spouses:  
Losing a Wife or Husband

Prevalence and premature death
According to a 2019 U.S. Census Bureau 
survey, there are 3.5 million widowed men 
and 11.4 million widowed women in the 
United States.61 Bereaved spouses are at 
heightened risk of dying after the death  
of a spouse; the risk is particularly high in 
the first six months after the spousal death, 
and is higher for bereaved husbands  
than wives.62

Other outcomes
Bereaved spouses are at risk of depression, 
post-traumatic stress, and prolonged 
grief after a spouse’s death.62 For elderly 
bereaved spouses, their loss has a significant 
impact on their personal identity. They are 
more negatively impacted socially than other 
bereaved spouses.63

Racial inequality
Like other forms of bereavement, spousal bereavement places individuals at increased risk of 
comorbidities and mortality. Black spouses are almost twice as likely as white spouses to lose  
a spouse by age 60.64

Bereaved spouses are at risk 
of depression, post-traumatic 
stress, and prolonged grief 
after a spouse’s death.
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Losing a loved one is not simply a distressing mental 
health event — it threatens the lives, health, stability, and 
productivity of individuals, families, and communities. 

Within the first two years of a death event (or the acute 
bereavement period), most individuals will present emotional 
distress, with a few experiencing severe distress requiring 
intervention by skilled experts. Nonetheless, the implications 
of losing a loved one are not acknowledged as a severe health 
event that alters the life course. Bereavement itself is a major life 
event that not only causes emotional distress, but also changes 
the trajectory and outcomes of the bereaved. Protecting people 
from devastating medical, financial and social outcomes requires 
an evidence-based, qualified, professional response from every 
provider or professional that touches the family, including law 
enforcement, child welfare, medical professionals, funeral homes, 
employers, clergy, and schools.

We can reimagine a tomorrow where families from every color and 
every walk of life, religion or socioeconomic status, have access to 
innovative programs and tools that support functional coping and 
adaptive processing; where the professionals who serve families – 
whether first responders or HR directors – have the resources in 
place and know how to help. Now, is the time for a social paradigm 
shift where bereavement care is the rule, not the exception.

Moving forward
In 2018, our nation reported more deaths than ever 
before.65 Moving forward, the mortality numbers 
will increase dramatically in the wake of COVID-19. 
American families are facing increasing distress due 
to these mortality trends. It is imperative that the 
nation responds with the rapid development of an 
evidence-driven bereavement care system as part 
of its overall public health and economic recovery 
strategy. Deaths from suicide, gun violence, overdose, 
and now COVID-19 are regular headlines, yet 
bereavement and bereavement care remain absent 
in our public health dialogues and the funding 
priorities of private foundations and federal agencies.

Jason is a poet and gay man who, twenty years later, still struggles with the death of his 
transgendered sister, Bella. 
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About Evermore
Bereavement care in America is broken, and 
Evermore is here to change that. The death of a 
loved one can have devastating consequences 
threatening family well-being, stability and solvency. 
We are committed to an America where all families 
and professionals have access to the care, programs, 
tools, policies and resources they need. We believe 
in a new tomorrow where bereavement care is the 
rule, not the exception. Evermore is dedicated to 
making the world a more livable place for bereaved 
individuals and families.

hello@live-evermore.org  |  www.live-evermore.org. 
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Betsy lost her only son, Dylan, at seven weeks old when a daycare provider laid him on his stomach to nap. She has fought to change state laws to protect 
other children and parents. Photo: Sarah Houston Photography
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