
A Guide to Reimagining Community Support
for Grieving Parents, Caregivers, and Families

Making All the
Difference:



This Guide does not provide counseling or
therapeutic support, and we are not liable for
any emotional, behavioral, or physical
concerns that users of our materials may
experience. If you or someone you know is
suicidal or in emotional distress, contact the
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 988, or
connect with their online chat
(https:///suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/).
Trained crisis workers are available to talk 24
hours a day, 7 days a week. Your confidential
and toll-free call provides crisis counseling
and mental health referrals.
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Dedication

We are deeply grateful to the families who have shared their stories,
their beloved children, and their profound losses with us. Because of
your openness and generosity, this Guide offers information and
resources for those who serve our fellow grieving parents,
caregivers, families, and communities across the nation.

We also offer our heartfelt thanks to the frontline responders who
walk alongside grieving people every day. Your compassion and
unwavering presence carry us through our darkest moments. Thank
you for standing with us when we need it most.
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Revival

Death came to her
as a blue sky day, 
as a feral scream,
as an ambulance 
with no need 
for its siren. 
Death came to her
saying, Ma’am,
you don’t want
to see your son 
this way. Death 
knew what it 
was doing when
it erased everything
she’d thought she knew
about how to meet a day, 
when it scraped her 
of who she had been
and left her half barren.
It was habit
that made her 
brush her teeth,
routine that helped
her drive the car.
But it was life itself
that inspirited
her, slipping
like starlight 
into her every 
dark cell, life itself 
that whispered
to her death-bent heart,
You are not done
yet with your 
loving. 

Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer is a Colorado

poet who lost her son, Finn, in 2021 when he

was sixteen years old. She is also the mother

to Vivian and the stepmother to Shawnee.

She has written two books that explore grief,

the death of a child, and the possibility of

falling in love with the world after a traumatic

loss: All the Honey and The Unfolding.

Rosemerry is Evermore’s first Poet Laureate,

where she helps make the world a more

livable place for all bereaved people. Learn

more about Rosemerry at wordwoman.com. 

 —Rosemerry Wahtola Trommer, All the Honey
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The day your son died, the person you were died, too. 
—Mirabai Starr
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Shattered Hopes and Dreams

“While bereavement is stressful whenever it
occurs, studies continue to provide evidence that
the greatest stress, and often the most enduring
one, occurs for parents who experience the death
of a child.”  

–Institute of Medicine, "When Children Die” (2003) 

About This Guide

Family and child-rearing have long been
cornerstones of traditional American values.
Parents and caregivers love their children
deeply, sacrificing themselves and their
resources to support them in pursuing their
hopes and dreams. When a child dies, these
hopes and dreams are shattered, leaving
bereaved parents and families facing long-term
psychological, spiritual, social - and often
physical and occupational hardships. These
seemingly insurmountable challenges shadow
parents, families, and caregivers for years to
come, if not a lifetime. 

Child Death: One of the Greatest and
Most Enduring Stressors

The death of a child is a devastating tragedy
that forever changes the lives of the bereaved
and causes a ripple effect through their
communities.

While most people want to help newly bereaved
families, it can be daunting for a host of
reasons. Fears of saying the wrong thing or
inflicting more pain can paralyze even the most
well-intentioned. In some cases, others hold the
irrational fear that child death is a contagion
and choose to avoid the bereaved family
altogether.1

For these and a host of other reasons, bereaved
parents, caregivers, and families become
isolated and are further ostracized from their
social circles and natural supports. When taken
together, bereaved parents and families not
only lose a child or children; they also
experience cumulative losses impacting many
facets of life, including their ability to cope and
weather profound tragedy. 

Making All the Difference for
Grieving Parents, Caregivers and
Families
This Community Guide is intended to offer
practical advice, strategies, and basic education
to key leaders and providers with the goal of
reshaping our responses to grieving parents,
caregivers, and families. If your community
hopes to better support bereaved parents,
caregivers, and families, this Community
Bereavement Response Guide will help you
become a more compassionate community,
supporting your residents during their most
challenging times. 
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The Guide is composed of general information on grief and bereavement for communities at
large, as well as specific fact sheets for providers who are most likely to encounter and be in
a position to support bereaved parents, caregivers, and families. 

About This Guide

Childcare, Daycare, and Afterschool Providers

Clergy, Ordained Leaders, Chaplains, and Faith Leaders

Death Scene Investigators, Coroners, and Medical Examiners

Domestic Violence and Homeless Shelter Staff

Employers, Supervisors, and Human Resource Leaders

Emergency Department Providers and Staff

First Responders

Higher Education Faculty and Staff

Hospital Providers and Staff

Primary Care Providers and Staff

Reporters, the Media, and Influencers

Teachers, Educators, and Staff (K-12)

Social Service Providers

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

A Vision for Tomorrow: Healthy,
Prosperous, and Supportive
Communities for All 

For far too long, bereavement has gone unrecognized by
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners alike. It is an
ever present, yet invisible health matter—with profound
implications for the social and economic well-being of
families, communities, and the nation as a whole. The
death of a child is one of the most life-altering events, if
not the singular most devastating event, a person can
experience.  These experiences create immense stress
for individuals and families, often compounded by a lack
of social understanding and quality professional support.

1, 2, 3

As a result, families and communities are often faced with
devastating medical, financial, and social outcomes.
Together, we can change that. 
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About This Guide

Making All the Difference: A Guide to Reimagining Community Support for Grieving Parents,
Caregivers, and Families is a starting point to help communities restructure and reshape their
responses for grieving people. This resource creates a framework in which quality bereavement
care and responses are the rule, not the exception. 

As leaders within our own communities, we have the ability
to ease the additional hardships that bereaved families and
caregivers experience. By fostering a culture of
understanding and altering our responses and systems that
attend to them, we can build a tomorrow that is more
compassionate and caring. 

While we can never reverse a child’s death—though we
would if we could—we can create a culture of social
solidarity in which law enforcement, child welfare, health
professionals, employers, faith leaders, and schools
respond with empathy, care, and support. When taken
collectively, these compassionate responses begin to
transform community responses and lessen the additional
hardships grieving families experience. 
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Setting the Context for
Why Child Death
Matters Now



Increasing Child Mortality Rates

“A nation that begins losing its most cherished
population—its children—faces a crisis like no other.” 

–Steve Woolf, "The New Crisis of Increasing All-Cause
 Mortality in US Children and Adolescents" (2024)

Across the United States, more children are dying as a result
of injury—an unquestionably alarming trend. Additionally,
the rates of pediatric death are higher in the United States
when compared to other wealthy countries—and that gap is
only widening over time.  4

One recent analysis found the all-cause mortality rate of
children ages 1-19 years increased by 10.7 percent between
2019 and 2020. Between 2020 and 2021, it increased by
another 8.3 percent—not only the most significant increase
in decades, but a reversal in pediatric mortality trends.
Woolf et al. noted the most notable increases were among
children aged one to 19, while infants (aged < 1 year)
experienced no significant increase in mortality. This
alarming spike was due to injuries (e.g., substance misuse,
automobile crashes, homicide), not the COVID-19
pandemic.

4

4
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“While bereavement is stressful whenever it occurs,
studies continue to provide evidence that the greatest
stress, and often the most enduring one, occurs for
parents who experience the death of a child.”  

–Institute of Medicine, "When Children Die” (2003) 

Increasing Child Mortality Rates

Between 2007 and 2019, suicide rates have
increased by nearly 70 percent among our
nation’s adolescents ages 10-19, and homicide
increased by 33 percent since 2013. Woolf et al.
found that while the COVID-19 pandemic
contributed little to the increase of all-cause
mortality rates among children, rates of
pediatric injury skyrocketed between 2019 and
2020, rising 22.6 percent for 10 to 19-year-olds.
While homicide rates also increased by about
39 percent, perhaps the most shocking statistic
was a 113.5 percent increase in drug
overdoses.  4

Stillbirths 
According to the federal government, stillbirths
are defined as fetal deaths that occur at 20
weeks or more.  Stillbirths occur in
approximately 1 of 175 births in the United
States, with an estimated 21,000 stillbirths
reported annually. This figure is comparable to
the number of infant deaths that occur within
the first year of life.   

23

24,25

Since the 1940s—and particularly over the past
three decades—advancements in maternity
care have led to a substantial decrease in the
incidence of late and term stillbirths. However,
in recent years, the overall rate of decline in
stillbirth incidence has slowed.24, 26

More Child Deaths Lead to More
Bereaved Families

Americans have reported that the unexpected or
untimely death of a loved one is among the most
common major life stressors and worst lifetime
experiences.  With rising rates of pediatric mortality,
more parents and caregivers are experiencing the
loss of a child, placing them at greater risk for poor
social, economic, and health outcomes. This trend
affects more than just families and caregivers: the
death of a child impacts multiple individuals—
including childcare providers, teachers, fellow
students, responders—which is known as the
“multiplier effect.” 

5

While the specific multiplier effect for child death
has not yet been determined, we can learn from
other bereavement-associated multipliers. For
example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, experts
projected that for every COVID-19 death, up to nine
people were directly impacted (the authors’ caveat is
a significant underestimate of the total impact within
a community).  However, if we apply the COVID-19
multiplier to the annual death statistics for children,
the numbers are staggering. 

6
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Each year, just shy of 40,000 children under the age of 19 die in the United States.  If nine people are
directly impacted, more than 350,000 people experience the ripple impact of a child's death. For other
bereavement multipliers, such as suicide, it is estimated that as many as 135 people are directly
impacted by a death, with as many as six to 32 experiencing significant loss.  When applying these
multipliers, more than five million people are touched by the death of a child annually. 

7,8

9

Regardless of the multiplier, it is evident that when one child dies, many are impacted, leaving them at
risk for poor physical health outcomes, premature death, and other adverse consequences that can
alter their lives forever.

360,000

Increasing Child Mortality Rates

Every child’s death impacts 
at least 9 people.  
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BEYOND SADNESS: 
The Aftermath of Child Death
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Bereaved Parents: Health, Social, and Economic Outcomes
Bereaved parents are more likely to suffer cardiac events, immune dysfunction, depressive
symptoms, poorer well-being, less purpose in life, more health complications, marital disruption,
psychiatric hospitalization, cancer incidence, dementia, and premature death.  These health,
social, and economic effects are long-lasting. One study found that two decades after the death of a
child, bereaved parents still suffered from poorer physical and mental health than non-bereaved
parents.

13-18

Studies also show that bereaved parents not only drink more alcohol,  but they are more likely to
die from aforementioned complications. 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.

19

13

Bereaved parents, siblings, and caregivers are not simply sad or experiencing sorrow; they are
at risk for a host of poor health, social, and economic outcomes that affect their lives for
decades, if not for a lifetime. Rigorous population-level studies examining the health behaviors
and outcomes of millions of individuals find that bereaved parents, siblings, children, and
spouses are all at risk of premature death as a result of their losses. 

Bereaved Siblings: Health, Social, and Economic Outcomes
In addition to parents, bereaved siblings are also at higher risk of mortality when compared to non-
bereaved siblings and also are more likely to face academic challenges or experience teen
pregnancy, among an array of other poor outcomes. 

Approximately 8 percent of Americans aged 25 and younger, around eight million Americans, have
lost a sibling. 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 for siblings close in age.

20 

20

Bereaved siblings are also at risk of experiencing survivor’s guilt, particularly in situations of an
unexpected death or organ donation.  Moreover, surviving siblings often receive greater
overprotection from caregivers due to increased fear and anxiety that their surviving children might
die, too. This may translate to problematic behavior among surviving siblings who are motivated to
escape severe cases of overprotection from parents.

22

22

According to research, bereaved sisters are 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, and not attending college; they also experience, on average, a 20
percent reduction in future income.20

Beyond Sadness: The Aftermath of Child Death

Page 15 of 56Making All  the Difference: A Guide to Reimagining Community Support for Grieving Parents, Caregivers, and Families
© 2025 Evermore. All  r ights reserved. Evermore is l icensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.00

https://evermore.org/
https://evermore.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1


Beyond Sadness: The Aftermath of Child Death

Bereavement: A Gateway to Other Public
Emergencies 

When a child dies, parents, caregivers, and siblings become 
at risk of other poor outcomes, many of which are public
emergencies in their own right. For example, bereaved
parents are not only at risk of heightened alcohol use, but
they are at risk of dying from its overuse, while bereaved
sisters are at risk of teen pregnancy.  Namely, the death of
a child or sibling becomes a turning point, redirecting the
lives of newly bereaved parents, caregivers, and siblings
downward. 

15

Unlike other public emergencies, however, communities can
build the infrastructure to enable immediate responses that
can ‘catch’ families early in their grief experience, reducing
the onset of poor health behaviors and outcomes.
Community leaders can make all the difference when
engaging with newly bereaved families and reducing the
likelihood of poor future outcomes. 
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GETTING STARTED: 
How Communities Can
Make All the Difference



Learning some basic terminology will help communities
create a more unified and coordinated approach to
supporting bereaved parents, families, and caregivers.

Grief is the emotional response to loss, whereas
bereavement is the event of losing someone significant
to death. Grief is as unique as our fingerprints because
the relationships we hold with the people we love are
also unique. Bereavement, on the other hand, involves
navigating systems that are dependent on the
circumstances of death. Often, there are commonalities
for those navigating these systems. For example, when
a child dies by homicide, their family engages with law
enforcement, whereas in the case of a stillbirth death,
the family engages with hospital systems. 

Top Ten Frequently Asked Questions About
Bereavement

When a child dies, bereaved parents, caregivers, and
siblings are profoundly sensitive to every interaction.
The words we use are critically important. Accordingly,
to serve bereaved families well, communities should
be made aware of the importance of word choice,
common points of confusion, and common myths and
beliefs. 

Spotlight: Terms In Action
Rosemerry will always be a 

bereaved parent, but 
she will not always actively grieve.

What is the difference between 
bereavement and grief?

1.

Is there a right way to grieve? 2.
No, there is no right or wrong way to feel when grieving.
Everyone grieves differently and it is dependent on many
different factors, including the relationship with the
person who died, the cause of death, previous
experiences with grief and trauma, temperament, age,
developmental level, and the presence or absence of
support.
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About Bereavement

Making All  the Difference: A Guide to Reimagining Community Support for Grieving Parents, Caregivers, and Families
© 2025 Evermore. All  r ights reserved. Evermore is l icensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.00

https://evermore.org/
https://evermore.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1


Top Ten Frequently Asked Questions About
Bereavement

There is no specific time frame for a bereaved person to
“heal;” in fact, people do not “heal,” they cope and adapt to
loss. While an individual or family will cope and adapt
differently and on different time frames, the loss of a child
is a foundational life event that one does not “move on”
from after a specific amount of time. The process of
functionally adapting and processing a child’s death takes
years, decades, or even a lifetime.  15

Does time “heal” all wounds? How long does it
take bereaved parents to “heal”?

3.

What’s wrong with using the terms “resilient” and “heal”? 4.
Using the word resilient among bereaved people can be
harmful. The term can unintentionally add a layer of
responsibility to the family that they must strive to be
resilient. Grieving the death of a child or sibling is neither a
time when one must be strong nor resilient; grieving the
death of a child is a time when families must be
encouraged to experience their feelings fully, without
expectation. 

Likewise, “healing” implies returning to a previous,
unharmed state and suggests death is a wound that can
be healed. As we look at how individuals and families
process grief, the key is adapting to the loss; not healing.
Grief fundamentally changes a person; their loss becomes
woven into the fabric of their life story. This perspective
differs significantly from viewing grief as something that
has a “finish line,” as the word healing or healed implies. 
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The terms “bereavement” and “trauma” are frequently—and incorrectly—used interchangeably. As
noted above, bereavement is understood as the event of losing someone significant to death.
Trauma is an emotional response to a distressing event. What determines whether an event is
traumatic is not the nature of the event itself, but rather an individual's response to the event. That
is, what may be considered traumatic for one person may not be considered traumatic for another.
While many deaths do occur under traumatic circumstances (e.g., accident, homicide, suicide, or
overdose), many deaths do not, and thus cannot, be accurately labeled as inherently “traumatic.”

Top Ten Frequently Asked Questions About
Bereavement

What is the difference between bereavement and trauma? 5.

Not every individual or family requires therapy after a death occurs—even a death as tragic as that
of a child. Many people need only to lean on their support network of friends, family, and
community to help them navigate the painful and often disorienting experience of grief.

Is professional help necessary after losing a child?7.

What is traumatic grief?
Traumatic grief is a loss experience that evokes intense fear or feelings of helplessness. It often
includes trauma symptoms such as intrusive thoughts or images, hypervigilance, and disruption in
eating and sleeping patterns. The death of a child almost always invokes a traumatic grief response. 

What is traumatic grief?6.

Depending on the age of the child, children should be offered a choice: to attend the funeral or not
attend the funeral. When in doubt, children should attend funerals and/or memorial services, but it
is important to prepare the child, in detail, for what they are going to see and hear during such an
experience. Details to include might be whether or not the casket will be open, and, if so, what they
will see in the casket (i.e., a body with eyes closed), and an acknowledgement that people may be
crying and upset. Of note, adults should normalize crying when one is sad. For young children,
someone should be designated to remove the child if they become restless or overwhelmed. This
designee should be an adult they trust, and this arrangement should be discussed with the child
ahead of the service.

Should children attend funerals or memorial services?8.
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Top Ten Frequently Asked Questions About
Bereavement

Currently, there are no federal laws or regulations that mandate
employers to offer employees bereavement leave, although a
handful of states and localities have passed laws and ordinances
to allow leave, particularly following the death of a child. While
the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) provides governance in many
other regards, it does not cover bereavement leave. Therefore,
bereavement leave is at the discretion of employers. It is
recommended that all bereaved individuals inquire with their
employers to establish under what circumstances they can elect
to use bereavement leave.

Is there any federal guidance for employers regarding
bereavement leave standards for grieving parents?9.

How should bereaved parents support their surviving
children while grieving? 10.

While all individuals are unique, generally, children and teens
need both structure and routine while grieving. It is important to
return to some semblance of normalcy soon after the death
and/or services. Younger children will likely need reassurance
that everyone is safe as well as an understanding that regressive
behaviors, while not uncommon, are temporary (e.g., bed
wetting, wanting to co-sleep with parents or caregivers, and
reverting to baby talk). The best way to navigate such
occurrences is with support and reassurance. Teens commonly
seek support from their peers; therefore, it is important to allow
them time with close friends. It is also important to engage teens
in conversations about personal safety and responsibility,
including substance use as a means of escape, while establishing
an environment where they feel safe openly sharing when they
feel overwhelmed or unable to cope.
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Common Myths and Other Beliefs

MYTH: Talking about the
deceased child will inflict
more pain. 
While everyone experiences grief in their
own way, for most, talking about their child
is a way of preserving their memory and
reassuring a family that they and their child
are not forgotten. Most bereaved parents
and caregivers welcome an opportunity to
share the memories and life of their child.

MYTH: Kids are resilient. 
While a child's social network and
community can provide important protective
factors to help them cope after a death, data
shows that children can also be particularly
vulnerable to many negative outcomes in the
aftermath of a death. A child’s grief can be a
significant developmental experience,
requiring much support to help them cope
and adapt to loss. 

MYTH: The goal of grief is to “get over it.” 
Contrary to popular belief, grief doesn’t have an endpoint or a goal of total resolution. Rather,
bereaved parents, caregivers, and siblings adapt and integrate their loss into their lives over
time. Ultimately, grieving involves finding ways to live with the reality of loss, not seeking to
eliminate difficult or painful feelings. 

MYTH: There are five stages
of grief. 

There are no stages of grief. Grieving
people commonly experience emotions,
such as denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, and acceptance. Bereaved
people adapt and cope in unpredictable
and non-linear ways. 

MYTH: When a child dies,
parents divorce. 

There is no definitive evidence that
experiencing the death of a child leads to
divorce.  10
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Strength and Resilience 
When a child dies, it is important for us—the
community—to be present and support the
bereaved family. Encouraging someone to
“stay strong” or “be resilient” may make
them feel as if they cannot express their true
feelings or can’t have a hard day. It can also
overlook their need for additional support to
help cope with their loss. 

Some bereaved parents find comfort and
solace in religious doctrines or scriptures,
but many do not. Indeed, the death of a child
can shake foundational beliefs or facilitate a
parent rethinking their philosophy on life.
Sharing your religious beliefs or ways of
coping may not be welcome and may even
be hurtful. It is important to listen to the
bereaved family and take cues from how
they are coping. 

You Know What It’s Like
While many have experienced death and
bereavement, each person’s experience is
unique. It is important to avoid assuming that
any of us know what someone else’s
bereavement experience is—even when we
have suffered a similar loss.  

Projecting Our Own Views
Onto Others
It is important to remember that everyone’s
experience with grief is unique, and your
personal views on death may not align with
those who are bereaved. It’s best to listen
and not project your own beliefs or views
onto others, especially during a sensitive and
vulnerable time.

Death and Religious
Expressions

Other Considerations

Grief Impacts Cognition and
Understanding
Grief, particularly traumatic grief such as
the death of a child, significantly affects
brain functioning. Newly bereaved
individuals are not just sad; their ability to
understand, process, and comprehend
information is impaired.  11

Grief Negatively Impacts
Short-Term Memory
Parents, caregivers, siblings, and other family
members may be unable to access information
as basic as their child’s date of birth or middle
name in the immediate aftermath of a child’s
death. They also may not be able to provide a
linear account of the events leading up to the
child’s death.  11
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Practical Tips for 
Community Leaders
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The United States has a successful history of addressing challenging social and medical issues, similar
to those discussed in this Guide. Examples include reducing child mortality through injury prevention
measures, like the use of bicycle helmets and car restraints, improving survival rates for pediatric
cancers, and nearly eliminating mother-to-child HIV transmission with effective antiretroviral
treatments.

Given these advancements, we can reimagine a tomorrow in which families from every walk of life,
religion, or socioeconomic status have access to innovative programs and tools that support
functional coping and adaptive processing—and the professionals who serve them have the resources
and knowledge to help. This Guide is our first step toward that tomorrow.

Moving Forward: Reimagining
Tomorrow
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Evermore is dedicated to making the world a more livable place for all
bereaved people. We are changing policies and practices within our
communities and across the nation so that all bereaved people can
achieve a healthy and prosperous future. To achieve this future,
Evermore, a nonprofit, is accelerating lasting social change using data
and science to drive policy and practice change for all bereaved people.
For more than 10 years, Evermore has worked with Congress, The
White House, federal agencies, and the American people to advance
commonsense, human-centered policies, like securing paid
bereavement leave for our U.S. Armed Forces. For more information,
visit evermore.org. 

Evermore

The National Center for Fatality Review and Prevention, which is funded
by the Maternal Child Health Bureau (MCHB) of the Health Resources
and Services Administrations (HRSA), United States Department of
Health and Human Services, is the technical support and data center
serving Child Death Review (CDR) and Fetal and Infant Mortality Review
(FIMR) programs and has long identified the need for bereavement
support across the nation. The National Center offers a wide variety of
services, including technical assistance to support CDR and FIMR teams,
implementing and sustaining prevention-focused CDR processes,
training for state and local teams, and strategic planning and program
development for state and local teams. For more information, visit
ncfrp.org. 

National Center for Fatality Review and
Prevention

The Community Bereavement Guide and its supporting resources were developed through
a collaboration between the National Center for Fatality Review and Prevention and
Evermore. For more information on these organizations and their work, see below. 
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