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“I lost my best friend too”: Exploring experiences of parental death in 
Black adolescents from low socio-economic backgrounds through 
interpretative phenomenological analysis

Lauren Gladstona , Sandip Binningb, and Sarah Gunna 
aSchool of Psychology and Vision Sciences, University of Leicester, UK; bThe Laura Centre, Leicester, UK

ABSTRACT
Literature exploring impacts of parental death on young people demonstrates profound 
effects both individually, and within the family system. Family roles and responsibilities may 
change for all, with potential additive impacts of socio-economic status (SES), but these are 
presently under-explored. The present study therefore aims to address this knowledge gap. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight Black adolescents aged 16–18 years, 
identified as having low SES. Data were analyzed verbatim using interpretative 
phenomenological analysis. Five themes were developed, each containing further subthemes: 
(1) They should be here, (2) The weight of grief, (3) Redefining family and finances, (4) 
Navigating external support and (5) Moving forward from loss. The findings demonstrate 
unique experiences and challenges faced by Black adolescents from low SES groupings 
following parental death, identifying both its profound emotional impacts and its wider 
systemic effects on familial roles, financial stability and access to supports.

An estimated 127 children and young people experience 
the death of a parent daily in the UK, with reportedly 
higher parental mortality in disadvantaged areas and 
groups (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2022). Abrams 
(2013) describes the death of a parent as “something that 
stays with you and shapes you for the rest of your life.” 
Impacts of the death affect young people psychologically 
and across various domains of their lives, including 
domestic, schooling and financial circumstances (Bergman 
et  al., 2017; Dowdney, 2000; Stikkelbroek et  al., 2016; 
Thompson et  al., 1998; Wolchik et  al., 2008).

The death of a parent is often felt deeply within 
the family system, with the death often accompanied 
by changed family dynamics, daily routines and 
domestic responsibilities. There are potential second-
ary losses across several domains of the young person’s 
life (e.g., changing living situations, schooling, avail-
ability of support and financial circumstances) 
(Bergman et  al., 2017; Mahon, 1999; Patterson & 
Rangganadhan, 2010; Wolchik et  al., 2008). 
Consequently, some young people may take on 
responsibilities and roles beyond that of their age, 
accelerating their sense of ‘growing up’ and precipi-
tating adultification (Dariotis et  al., 2023; Galanti, 
2024). Adultification within this context refers to the 

process in which a child is perceived, treated, or 
expected to behave as though they are older than 
their age. This can include taking on additional ‘adult’ 
roles and responsibilities beyond their stage of devel-
opment, especially among those from disadvantaged 
groups (Burton, 2007; Hayward & Critcher, 2024).

Furthermore, young people often look to the sur-
viving parent for support and guidance in coping 
(Bergman et  al., 2017). However, surviving parents 
may have reduced capacity to emotionally support the 
young person, while navigating their own grief and 
changing life circumstances (Donohue, 2020; Wray 
et  al., 2022). Potentially further precipitating the afore-
mentioned adultification within the young person 
(Dariotis et  al., 2023; Galanti, 2024). Socio-economic 
status (SES) is a further complicating factor to this 
experience, with bereavement often triggering changes 
in financial circumstances and the availability of sup-
port in various forms (Donohue, 2020; Dowdney, 
2000; Hua et  al., 2020).

Models of bereavement

When considering models of bereavement, a number 
of predominant theoretical models explore the 
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bereavement process and subsequent adjustment and 
coping. Attachment theory describes the strong 
child-parent bonds formed during the child’s devel-
opment and early years, and the significant emotional 
and psychological reactions when such bonds are bro-
ken (Bowlby, 1980; Varol et  al., 2021). The attachment 
model posits that attachments formed in early life 
may impact the individual’s ability to cope with paren-
tal death, with more secure attachments potentially 
providing a better basis to navigate the bereavement 
(Mikulincer, 2019). Moreover, a young person’s bond 
with their surviving primary caregiver can further 
influence their comprehension and emotional response 
to the death (Aleem, 2018; Galanti, 2024). This can 
be further complicated for bereaved adolescents who 
are negotiating new stages of independence beyond 
the confines of the family, further compounding the 
emotional experience of the loss, alongside 
bereavement-related experiences of low mood or 
depression, suicidal ideation, anxiety, sleep difficulties, 
addiction and overall problematic reduction in func-
tion at school and at home (Guzzo & Gobbi, 2023).

A second relevant theoretical model of the bereave-
ment process is the “four tasks of mourning” (Worden, 
2018). This model describes how individuals may 
attend to and process grief, recognizing grief as an 
emotional process navigated across a lifetime (Worden, 
2001). In the first task, individuals begin to accept the 
reality of the loss, becoming aware of and conscious 
to the death. Individuals may deny their loved one’s 
death, or move between states of “believing” and “dis-
believing”, in attempts to avoid the reality of the situ-
ation (Worden, 2018; Yousuf-Abramson, 2021). The 
second task is concerned with processing the pain of 
the grief (Worden, 2018), attending to various emo-
tional responses to the death such as anger, guilt, sad-
ness and loneliness (Yousuf-Abramson, 2021). The third 
and fourth tasks describe adjusting to a world without 
the deceased (internally, externally and spiritually), 
alongside attempting to find an enduring connection 
with them. Tasks are intended to be understood as 
flexible, with individuals moving ‘fluidly’ between the 
tasks, and within no definitive time frame (Worden, 
2018). However, this model has been criticized due to 
its popular applications in a prescriptive and “phased” 
way, with individuals expected to sequentially progress 
through the tasks (Yousuf-Abramson, 2021).

When considering the task of enduring connec-
tions, Klass et  al. (2014) propose the complementary 
model of continuing bonds. A bereaved person may 
attempt to keep the memories of the deceased alive 
through dialogue with others, engagement with pos-
sessions and photographs, beliefs of the deceased’s 

continued existence in some form, and using the 
deceased as a role model or guide (Klass et  al., 2014). 
Bereaved individuals are argued to re-negotiate their 
relationship with the deceased to find meaning amid 
their loss. However, for some individuals, such expe-
riences may also represent avoidance of bereavement, 
with potential unresolved grief (Hewson et  al., 2024).

Alternatively, Stroebe and Schut (2010) propose the 
dual-process model of bereavement (DPM). The DPM 
acknowledges a range of potential stressors faced by 
bereaved individuals, with adjustments required relat-
ing to the death itself and to many other aspects of 
daily life as aforementioned (Fiore, 2021; Stroebe & 
Schut, 1999). The DPM posits that individuals under-
take both loss- and restoration-orientated coping in 
navigating their grief, addressing a number of stressors 
faced post-bereavement (Stroebe & Schut, 2010).

In loss-orientated coping, an individual is process-
ing the death of their loved one and may ruminate 
about their relationship with the deceased. This 
includes remembering their life together or yearning 
for them (Fiore, 2021; Stroebe & Schut, 2010). 
Restoration-orientated coping speaks to death-related 
secondary losses or stressors, which may increase a 
sense of loss or precipitate additional stress (Fiore, 
2021; Stroebe & Schut, 2010). Comparative to Worden’s 
Worden (2018) tasks of mourning, the DPM acknowl-
edges dyadically the oscillation between the emotional 
adjustment often associated with bereavement, and 
the experience of associated secondary losses or stress-
ors. Furthermore, the DPM recognizes that an indi-
vidual is often confronted with different stressors at 
different times (emotionally or practically), which may 
be further impacted by wider factors, such as SES as 
described.

Socio-economic status (SES) and bereavement

To date, limited research has examined the impacts of 
lower SES on experiences of parental death among 
young people. Research involving adults from low SES 
backgrounds has identified that bereavement often 
brings increased financial risk and potential hardship 
(Stephen et  al., 2015), requiring the surviving parent 
to take on additional roles and responsibilities to mit-
igate against the loss, which in turn further impacts 
their capacity to support their bereaved child (Donohue, 
2020). Some authors have accordingly argued that 
financial support may help to mitigate further emo-
tional well-being difficulties post-bereavement (Holm 
et  al., 2022; Qi et  al., 2022). Research examining lon-
gitudinal impacts of parental death has also highlighted 
longer-term consequences of parental death into young 



Death Studies 3

people’s adulthood, including poorer mental health out-
comes, challenges accessing employment and reduced 
earnings (Böckerman et  al., 2023), suggesting interac-
tions between SES and bereavement long past the point 
of the death.

Cerel et  al. (2006) hypothesized a potentially pro-
found impact of SES on the resilience of young people 
following parental death and its role in post-bereavement 
outcomes, although this has yet to be directly exam-
ined. Parental death may bring increased stressors 
such as financial risk and hardship potentially per-
sisting for several years post-bereavement, with young 
people and their families requiring financial supports 
or aides, community-based support systems and spe-
cialist bereavement organizations (Lancaster & 
Johnson, 2020; Selman et  al., 2023). Despite this clear 
need, such supports can be difficult to identify and 
access, with access issues often further exacerbated 
by factors relating to social mobility (Aoun et  al., 
2020; Mayland et  al., 2021). Currently, while there are 
indicators that SES impacts experiences of parental 
death, there remains ambiguity around the nature of 
these impacts and the challenges faced.

Research aim

In summary, too little is currently known about the 
experiences of parental death among adolescents from 
lower SES groupings. Whilst the existing literature 
demonstrates potential negative impacts of parental 
death during adolescence, notably when thinking 
about mental health, there remains a limited under-
standing of how adolescents may experience the griev-
ing process itself in a wider context, including 
systemically. Further, no research has directly explored 
experiences of parental death among young people 
from lower SES backgrounds, and the specific impacts 
that SES may have on these processes for this popu-
lation. Accordingly, the current study addresses this 
key gap in the literature, exploring the question: What 
is the experience of parental death among adolescents 
from lower socio-economic groupings?

Materials and methods

Study design

Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was 
adopted. This method seeks to explore and understand 
the lived experience of individuals in relation to a 
specific phenomenon, including how individuals make 
sense and meaning of their experiences within their 
own contexts (Smith, 2008; Smith et  al., 2021). 

Findings from IPA provide a rich and meaningful 
understanding of individuals’ experiences and events 
such as bereavement (Smith et  al., 2021; Smith & 
Osborn, 2008). In the context of this study, IPA 
enables the development of an understanding of ado-
lescents’ experiences and meaning-making around 
parental death (Aspers & Corte, 2019).

Researchers employing IPA must consider their 
own positionalities in relation to the obtained data. 
The epistemological stance for this research was crit-
ical realist, in which the existence of objective reality 
around death and grief is recognized alongside 
acknowledgement that out attempts to access that 
reality are fallible, and shaped by hidden structures, 
unobservable processes, our own experiences, lan-
guage, interpretations and socio-cultural meanings 
(e.g., SES, societal structures and norms, Grace & 
Priest, 2015).

Considering the impact of our own perspectives 
on analysis and interpretation: the first author (LG) 
acknowledges their own subjectivity on the topic of 
bereavement, having experienced several familial 
bereavements during childhood but not the subjective 
experience of parental death, while the last author 
(SG) has experienced parental death but as an adult. 
Additionally, the authors reflected on their own iden-
tities in relation to race, culture and SES and how 
these could impact the interview process, data analysis 
and interpretation of findings. LG identifies as a white 
cisgender female who grew up in a working-class 
family, and SG is a white cis-gendered female who 
experienced financial challenges as part of a family 
affected by long-term neurological illness and unem-
ployment. To assist reflexivity, a written journal of 
emotional responses and reflections that arose from 
the interview and analysis process was maintained by 
LG, with both authors exploring their responses and 
reactions openly within research meetings.

Participants

Consistent with IPA, a small homogenous sample was 
recruited to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
phenomena of focus (Smith et  al., 2021). Yardley 
(2000) identifies that relative sample homogeneity 
supports valid interpretations and meaningful com-
parisons across the dataset. Within IPA between six 
to ten participants is recommended (Smith et  al., 
2021); for the present study, eight were recruited (for 
participant information, see Table 1). Whilst not 
directly sought, the sample consisted solely of ado-
lescents from Black backgrounds, which provided 
increased homogeneity within the sample (implications 
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and context of the research focusing on this minori-
tised ethnic group will be discussed following the 
Results).

Participants were eligible to participate if they 
self-reported experiencing a parent’s death before age 
18 years, and self-identified as from a lower SES 
grouping (i.e., participants subjectively perceiving their 
position in society in this way, considering a number 
of economic and social factors such as household 
income, educational attainment, occupation, housing 
and social inclusion) (Sirin, 2005; Tinner et  al., 2021). 
For the purpose of this study, self-identification of 
low SES drew upon participants’ descriptions of their 
perceived social standings and that of their family, 
with a common theme of limited financial resources 
both pre- and post-death. Participants needed to be 
aged 12–18 years at the time of contacting the 
researcher, UK resident, and possessing sufficient 
English fluency (due to lack of funds available for 
translation—see Discussion for further comment 
on this).

Recruitment
Convenience sampling was employed. A research poster 
was shared across social media (Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter (X) and LinkedIn), alongside being shared by 
a local bereavement service (The Laura Center) which 
supports bereaved young people, and in a national 
bereavement charity’s newsletter (Winston’s Wish). 
Prospective participants were invited to express interest 
via email, with 65 expressions of interest received. Ten 
were provided with the participant information sheet 
(PIS) and data privacy notice on a ‘first come-first 
served’ basis (given the paucity of existing research 
which meant that purposively sampling for specific 
participant criteria was not felt to be meaningful). If 
participants wished to proceed, they were invited to a 
pre-interview discussion to explore their understanding 
of the study and provide informed consent via consent 
form. Of the 10, 8 proceeded to interview, with 2 inel-
igible against inclusion criteria. The remaining two 
spaces were not re-recruited due to the sufficiency of 

prior interviews, with no new or distinctively different 
codes being generated, a diversity of viewpoints being 
represented for interpretation, and the data overall 
being considered as adequate to answer the research 
question (Vasileiou et  al., 2018). Post interviews, par-
ticipants were provided with a debrief sheet which 
included signposting to freely-available sources of sup-
port specific to bereavement. Such signposting was also 
provided to prospective participants who had expressed 
their interest via email.

Procedure

Data collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted via 
Microsoft Teams video-conferencing software. A 
semi-structured interview schedule was developed in 
partnership with patient and public involvement (PPI; 
see below) and followed the theoretical principles of 
IPA, facilitating the participant in recounting their 
experiences and giving flexibility to pursue relevant 
threads in a participant-led manner during the inter-
view (Smith et  al., 2021). Interview durations ranged 
from 30 to 70 minutes and were recorded with inter-
views transcribed verbatim using the in-built Teams 
function. A demographics form was also completed 
with participants to collect descriptive information 
regarding sample characteristics; this collected age, 
gender, ethnicity, age at the death of the parent, and 
the gender of the deceased parent (see Table 1).

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the host univer-
sity’s research and ethics committee (reference: 42388).

Participant and public involvement (PPI)
PPI provides essential guidance in ensuring research 
plans and outcomes are meaningful to the communi-
ties that the research references, alongside ensuring 
the needs and expectations of participants are met 
and that there is appropriate care and sensitivity 
toward participants’ needs during study processes 

Table 1.  Demographics and participant characteristics.

Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity
Age at 

interview

Age at 
parental 

death Gender of deceased parent
Time since 

bereavement

Adam Male Black Caribbean 18 16 Female (mother) 2 years
Amber Female Black British 16 15 Male (father) 1 year
Anna Female Black African 17 14 Male (father) 3 years
Finn Male Black British 17 11 Male (father) 6 years
Jack Male Black African 18 15 Male (father) 3 years
Lily Female Black African 18 9 Male (father) 9 years
Monica Female Black African 18 11 Male (father) 7 years
Sam Male Black British 18 12 Both parents (mother and father) 6 years
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(Arumugam et  al., 2023). PPI was employed during 
development of all participant-facing materials (par-
ticipant information sheet, consent form, debrief, etc.) 
through a local bereavement charity; this included 
providing suggestions and amendments to content to 
ensure sensitivity, salience of the research question, 
and appropriateness to the population (including 
around terminology used). Further professional con-
sultation was obtained from both a local and national 
bereavement charity regarding the interview schedule 
and plans for working with participants to ensure 
relevancy of research questions, sensitivity to context, 
use of appropriate terminology, and ensuring that the 
interview process was acceptable and manageable for 
participants.

Data analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim using the Teams 
transcription function, with nuances of language and 
communication noted to allow for richer interpreta-
tion and analyses (e.g., word choices, phrasings, rep-
etitions and pauses) (Smith et  al., 2021). To ensure 
accuracy, all transcripts were manually checked and 
corroborated against the video recording, with any 
necessary amendments addressed. This allowed LG, 
as lead researcher, to become highly familiar with the 
dataset, as required within IPA (Smith et  al., 2021).

Whilst there is no singular method for data analysis 
in IPA, Smith et  al. (2021) outline a common set of 
principles, to which we adhered in this study. Initially, 
individual transcripts were read and re-read by LG 
for immersion within participants’ accounts of their 
experiences. This was closely followed by exploratory 
noting of ‘anything of interest’ before LG began noting 
her own interpretations of participants’ experiences, 
going ‘beyond’ the accounts alone, and recognizing 
within this the double hermeneutic of her own 
attempts to make sense of participants’ meaning-making 

within their accounts (further discussed at reflective 
team meetings). Following this, exploratory notes were 
examined and transformed into experiential state-
ments, reflecting each participant’s original account 
and LG’s own interpretations. Experiential statements 
were then grouped into ‘personal experiential themes’ 
(PETs), capturing the convergence and/or divergence 
between experiential statements. This process was 
repeated for each participant. Finally, the PETs for 
each participant were examined for similarities and 
differences across participants’ experiences, supporting 
development of the final ‘group experiential themes’ 
(GETs) which are presented below. A GET was 
deemed plausible if it applied to at least half of the 
participants (Smith et  al., 2021). GETs and PETs were 
explored during regular research team meetings to 
support reflexivity and consideration of the evidence 
underpinning each construct.

Results

Figure 1 illustrates the five GETS (and eight sub-
themes) developed from participants’ accounts which 
will be presented sequentially below. To support trans-
parency and coherence (Yardley, 2000), see supple-
mentary materials 1 and 2 for examples of PETs and 
GETs frequency.

This GET illustrates the irreplaceability of the 
deceased parent and the challenges of processing and 
accepting the overwhelming news of the death. 
Participants identified a pervasive sense of unreality 
and denial in the immediate period following the 
bereavement.

The irreplaceability of a parent

This subtheme demonstrates the irreplaceable bond 
between child and parent, and the impacts of that 
bond being broken. Many participants described the 

Figure 1.  Group experiential themes and subthemes developed.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2025.2598319
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2025.2598319
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2025.2598319
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duality of their parent as both their ‘best friend’ and 
the person they relied upon for support and reassur-
ance: “It was very, very devastating because this was 
someone who was very close to me … I lost my 
father, I lost my best friend too because I considered 
him as my best friend” (Monica); “My mom, my 
mom, was my everything … She was my home … 
She was there for me … emotionally, psychologically 
… She tried to understand the kind of person I am 
and try to put me through and keep opportunities 
for me” (Adam). Participants further spoke of their 
parent’s character and their multifaceted role as par-
ent, teacher, guide, mentor and friend: “if I have any-
thing to do, maybe even like a project in school he 
was there … So that was why I called him my best 
friend” (Finn).

He tried to teach me the basic principles of life that 
sometimes you might fail or you might try something 
and then you fail, it doesn’t mean you should give up 
… that I can achieve whatever I want to if I put my 
mind to it
(Amber)

All participants shared feelings that their deceased 
parent was the only person who could truly under-
stand them, with a sense that no-one could ever fill 
the void they had left behind: “I’m still young … I 
don’t know if there is actually someone I could love 
more than him …” (Finn). Some shared that the rela-
tionship with their surviving parent lacked the ‘close-
ness’ they had with their deceased parent, or that the 
relationship felt dissimilar now: “I wouldn’t say I don’t 
love my mom, but I would say I felt like I loved him 
more than my mom …” (Anna); “That bond I have 
with my dad, I haven’t gotten it from anyone. 
Especially now that mom is working. She doesn’t have 
more time to spend with us as before” (Amber). 
Others spoke to the pain of knowing their parent was 
no longer part of their lives and the significance of 
their absence from future life events:

I lost someone that should be part of my life, from 
when I get old to when I marry and give her grand-
children … I had a lot of perspective in life, I had a 
lot of plans that I set to achieve which also included 
her.
(Adam)

The unreality of death

This subtheme reflects the challenges participants faced 
in processing news of their bereavement, and facing the 
reality that the deceased parent would not return. 
Experiences of receiving news of the death varied; 

however, many described finding the news difficult to 
understand or accept: “All I can remember was that my 
dad went out to work and he never came back” (Lily). 
Their young age added to the difficulties of understand-
ing what had happened: “As a boy of 11 years old … 
you know, you really can’t process the fact that someone 
died” (Finn). For Anna, she described that “the news felt 
like choking,” with this metaphor encapsulating the over-
whelming nature of the news that was expressed by many.

Amber described the period following the loss as a 
“dream which [they] couldn’t wake up from,” with a 
sense of hope that upon waking, their dad would be 
alive again. Others expressed similar sentiments around 
their attempts to process the realities of the loss: “I 
don’t think at that time I was able to feel or understand 
what the loss of a parent could mean” (Lily). For many, 
a profound sense of heartbreak was described around 
accepting that their parent would not return: “when it 
dawned on me that he was really gone, I was heart-
broken” (Amber); “I’ve never felt the way I felt then, 
like … this world was about to end” (Anna); “I see 
now that nothing lasts forever, and no matter how 
much you love someone, they can still leave you” (Jack).

The weight of grief
Many participants described their grief as emotionally 
all-encompassing in some way, captured by Adam 
describing it as “paralysing.” Others focused on the 
emotional burden of grief, which often left them feeling 
engrossed in their emotions: “I was, so you know. 
Engrossed with the situation at hand. That I I couldn’t 
really think” (Monica). Participants described fluctuat-
ing emotional responses, including deep sadness, anger, 
frustration, jealousy, fear and worry, with an absence 
of joy or happiness: “Sometimes I feel very, very sad 
and very bad” (Sam); “I just feel like something is still 
missing in me like. The joy I felt” (Anna). Many shared 
fears around how they would survive this pervasive 
experience: “I still feel sadness in my in my heart, and 
sometimes it’s actually very overwhelming” (Lily). Some 
made attempts to suppress feelings, in order to survive 
and remain strong: “Putting a smile on my face irre-
spective … I’m fine. I’m fine” (Adam).

Participants even described how their 
all-encompassing grief affected their cognitive capaci-
ties, including concentration, attention, attendance to 
self-care, and ability to feel present with others: “Maybe 
someone is talking to me. But my mind is not there, 
even though I’m there. But I’m not even listening or 
hearing whatever you’re saying. Like I was completely 
lost in thought …” (Monica). Additionally, grief affected 
activities of daily living, further reducing quality of 
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life: “I was feeling depressed and frustrated. I couldn’t 
do anything, I’d be crying profusely … I couldn’t even 
get up” (Adam); “I was heartbroken. I cried. Even to 
eat. I even lost my appetite. There was no way I could 
eat when my dad was not there …” (Amber).

Participants also described feeling lonely or isolated 
by grief; “I I didn’t even want anyone to come close 
to me. It was that bad that I rarely talked to people. 
I’m always on my own. Either I’m sitting crying or 
I’m just lost in thoughts. Alone.” (Monica). Others 
spoke of withdrawal and avoiding others as a deliberate 
choice for ‘survival’, enabling them to further suppress 
the emotional experience of grief: “I’m more of a with-
drawn introverted person and I just never wanted, you 
know, a whole lot of people to know about what I 
was going through…I kept my shit to myself ” (Jack).

Several participants expressed guilt, mostly associ-
ated with not being present for their parent’s death: 
“Sometimes I feel so guilty that he passed away 
because I was not around. I wasn’t with him when 
he died …” (Amber). Some participants even described 
feeling responsible for their parent’s death, feeling 
somehow to blame:

I had this guilt in me that OK, my love and affection 
for him and my demands could have pushed him to, 
you know, to work too hard … So I still feel guilty 
about it. Blaming myself that maybe I should have 
just been a normal child, not demanding …
(Lily)

Some participants described desiring to join their 
parent in death: “I just felt everything crumbled at 
my at my face. Everything I know everything I hold, 
everything like important to me basically crumbled 
… I began to like consider killing myself basically” 
(Anna). Such statements speak to the all-encompassing 
weight of grief and hopelessness experienced by the 
young people, and the emotional pain of facing life 
without their parent.

Redefining family and finances after loss
This GET describes the impacts of loss on family 
roles and responsibilities, highlighting the challenges 
faced and the changing obligations and financial bur-
dens both pre- and post-bereavement.

Navigating new responsibilities and roles

All participants described changes within familial 
responsibilities and roles resulting from their parent’s 
death. Participants felt they had to become a 
pseudo-parent or adult, often taking on additional 
caring responsibilities for siblings or household chores 
(e.g., cooking and cleaning). Both Lily and Sam 

highlighted frustrations around being expected to do 
things “someone my age shouldn’t be doing,” empha-
sizing sensed adultification precipitated by their loss. 
Additionally, some participants expressed needing to 
become a ‘protector’ for the surviving parent and 
sibling(s), often at the expense of acknowledging their 
own emotional responses:

I don’t want to make things difficult for her, so I want 
to be strong for my siblings to my younger ones espe-
cially. So I try to also put a smile on her face because 
since then my mom don’t really smile the way she 
used to.
(Anna)

Participants also acknowledged that surviving par-
ents assumed the role of both mother and father: “My 
mom somehow actually later took the place of my 
father” (Monica); “She was just there for me, trying 
to fill in the shoes of my dad in the best way she 
could” (Jack). Changed responsibilities affected par-
ticipants’ relationships with their surviving parent, 
and they described noticing the impact of the loss 
on them: “I think after my dad left, my mom hasn’t 
been the same… She lost her best friend and her 
husband, so everything in the house, it has actually 
been very different from what we used to know” 
(Lily). Participants described needing to ‘look out for 
themselves’ now rather than rely on their surviving 
parent or caregiver: “My mom … one day she thanked 
me for holding up by myself ” (Lily); “We learned the 
hard way, me and my sister. We learned to be inde-
pendent” (Sam). Participants also missed specific 
actions by their deceased parent, such as being sung 
to sleep, taken to school or completing homework: 
“Every night, he would always sing me to sleep … 
I’ve not had such experiences anymore” (Monica).

Changing family roles also included the loss of 
wider family traditions and connections: “Now he’s 
gone, it has not been the same […] when my dad 
was alive, I got to see my cousins, some extended 
family from time to time, but now we just, you know, 
talk over the phone and that’s it” (Jack).

Before we we had this family event we would do … 
we had this family tradition that every Sunday, every-
body must be present … So when I lost my dad and 
we lost our dad, that changed a lot because there was 
no Sunday to look forward to.
(Lily)

Enduring financial burdens and the need for 
support

Many participants shared challenges regarding finan-
cial stability, describing worsening financial burdens 
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post-bereavement, and the significant role their 
deceased parent had played in maintaining the home 
financially: “We don’t have the stability because my 
mom financially, there’s no financial stability, the 
household isn’t really functioning well” (Lily); “You 
know when when he was still alive … we have no 
worries about who is going to pay the bills at home 
… But when he’s not available anymore … you you 
get scared a little bit” (Finn).

Amber described that her family’s situation was 
never “financially buoyant”, but at least before they 
were “comfortable.” Following the bereavement, the 
family struggled to afford basic necessities, including 
food. Other participants also described struggling to 
afford three meals per day post-bereavement: “Even 
sometimes. We might not eat. We might eat in the 
morning like, but like at night, we might just look 
for something to go by with” (Anna). In response, 
some participants described taking on or seeking 
part-time employment to support the family’s financial 
income: “I wish I can help. I’m just hoping that when 
I get to 18, I’ll maybe do a part time job to assist 
mum” (Amber).

If my dad was around, I wouldn’t be doing paying 
jobs to sustain myself. So these days I do part time 
jobs […] Not that it’s really my responsibility, but it’s 
something I’m trying to do to help the family.
(Lily)

The experience of financial burden extended to 
secondary losses, with some participants losing their 
home and possessions, or facing debts from their 
parent’s estate: “The only thing I expected was we 
would still maintain our home” (Lily); “I had a lot 
of bills to pay off ” (Adam).

Many participants spoke to friends, families and 
communities supporting them financially: “During 
break periods my friends do provide me with lunch 
at school, which I find that very lovely, them trying 
to look out for me” (Lily); “My grandparents always 
try to send me allowance every month” (Amber); 
“They [church community] have provided housing, 
they provided finances to some extent” (Sam). Despite 
this, all participants highlighted the need for greater 
financial support following their parent’s death from 
governmental provisions: “A specific support kind of 
for people that […] lost their parent basically because 
at that time, if we could have gotten like, government 
support and like help from the government, finan-
cially … this would have been way better” (Anna).

Navigating external supports
This GET explores participants’ experiences of exter-
nal supports. Many described support received through 

the mutuality of grief, and others identified the pain-
ful absence of external support. A common thread 
was that whilst some support had been received, it 
often felt inadequate.

Mutuality in grief

Participants described experiencing others as sources 
of support in navigating their grief, identifying sharing 
of stories and condolences as ways to feel connected 
to others. For some, this comprised support from 
peers and teachers: “She’s really the best teacher 
because she really tried to like really tried to like be 
there for me. Like tried to like comfort me try to tell 
me it’s going to be OK” (Anna). Some participants 
described a shared sense of the community experi-
encing the loss and grieving alongside them; this 
extended to both communities based around location 
(physical proximity) and spiritual and faith-based net-
works. Participants acknowledged the importance of 
their church in coping with the bereavement, and 
their church pastor as a source of support and guid-
ance, with Amber identifying them as a “spiritual 
father”; “I remembered that the church we’re attend-
ing, they also show their little support. Yeah, they 
show you a little support and in prayer they pray for 
us and they also help us financially” (Amber).

Community is some some connection … Could be a 
few persons in the community in your neighbour-
hood trying to look out for you … a few persons 
came together to, you know, to support my mom. Try 
to provide some financial help to assist the burial.
(Lily)

Additionally, some participants accessed local peer 
support groups for those who had experienced paren-
tal death. The sharing of stories was experienced as 
helpful, alongside considering coping strategies or 
ways to move forward from the loss: “Some have to 
tell me story of of their lost one which they love 
compassionately as well. So I get motivated from them 
… I got cheered up by them” (Adam).

I was introduced to a support group where I con-
nected with other peers […] I feel that’s been very 
very helpful for me because it was through that sup-
port group I was able to, you know, come up with 
journaling … because writing out my feelings, I feel 
has actually been a coping mechanism for me to be 
able to heal
(Lily)

Surviving in the absence of support

Participants spoke of the pain and ‘heartbreak’ of 
reduced support following bereavement, and needing 
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to adjust expectations and suppress the hope for more: 
“I wanted support too, maybe even if it was not like 
how dad was when dad was alive” (Amber); “Another 
thing that has really been very difficult for me is the 
lack of support. Because we really don’t have support, 
unlike when my dad was available … A lack of sup-
port somehow is actually very breaking, heart break-
ing” (Lily). Finn shared the experience of “broken 
promises” of support made at his father’s funeral and 
how he consequently no longer expected support 
from others:

You shouldn’t be making a promise to a young boy 
that you are going to be this, you are going to be that 
for him, because he is very fragile at that moment 
and that is something he is going to hold on to.
(Finn)

Other participants also shared sentiments of need-
ing to recalibrate and lower expectations regarding 
support: “I just I didn’t expect much, but I expected 
support from friends. Family as well. Maybe some 
some organisation” (Adam); “After the loss of my dad. 
I really didn’t have, I really really didn’t have a lot of 
support, or a lot of family” (Lily). This further pre-
cipitated feelings of only having themselves, or imme-
diate family, to rely upon, and needing to be 
independent in the face of grief: “You know, we don’t 
have people to rely on currently … We don’t expect 
much from people, you know from the borough … 
we we don’t even expect much from friends. So we 
try to work independently. Just so we can sur-
vive.” (Sam)

You know, you actually cannot force someone to sup-
port you. If they want to, fine, and if they don’t want 
to, you just need to live your life as OK, support is 
not coming from anywhere … So we just had to do 
what we need to do for us to survive
(Finn)

Some participants described noticing an absence 
or reduction of support from peers and school, along-
side their reduced social contacts: “I have no friends 
even from when my dad was alive … So support 
from friends and then from school. Well, no support. 
We haven’t gotten any support …” (Amber); “I was 
more of a very private person and I just didn’t want 
a lot of people to know. So that was like a little dif-
ficulty. My ability to communicate with other people 
was a challenge for me” (Jack).

For some, the absence of support was linked to a 
fear of racial discrimination and stigma: “I knew I 
really needed help. So I actually was feeling … this 
stigma that I might be discriminated against” (Lily). 
Adam described how this affected his willingness to 
seek grief counseling, due to mistrust in services: “I 

didn’t wanna seek a therapist to talk to because … I 
wasn’t really comfortable … at that particular point, 
I was still of the mentality that the whites do do 
discriminate, you know?” (Adam).

Moving forwards from loss
This theme explores participants’ accounts of moving 
forward post-bereavement. This was described in various 
ways, including a changed sense of identity and ‘growth’, 
drawing upon a sense that their parent lives on in some 
way, and the importance of honoring their expectations. 
Participants also describe how memories and mementos 
served as sources of pain and remembrance.

Memories and mementos as sources of pain and 
remembrance

All participants described memories of their deceased 
parent around shared hobbies, interests and activities: 
“At times I listen to her favourite music, it’s the kinda 
music she liked. So when I listen to it I just remember 
my mom. I remember everything” (Adam); “I love 
writing a lot, so each time I find myself missing him 
I write in my journal. Writing my journal, it kind of 
makes me remember him too and I really, really miss 
him” (Jack); “He taught me how to paint. So I use 
those things to remember him a lot. And I miss those 
memories we had together” (Amber).

Other participants used tangible items or memen-
tos, such as photographs, gifts or clothing, in remem-
bering their parent: “I connected with him through 
looking at his pictures. Even his videos, the videos 
that we made together. Hearing his voice. Remembering 
all the good times” (Anna).

I still have my childhood games and toys around so 
those are the memories I hold of him, and there were 
things like photos that I have for keepsakes, his 
clothes I still have a few of his clothes around for 
keepsake. That makes me remember him then.
(Lily)

Conversely, or simultaneously, some participants 
described how such mementos could also serve as 
painful reminders:

… When you are little the the outings, the gifts, those 
things he gets for you…you see them now, you 
remember OK … the person that got me this thing is 
actually no more… that is where the the pain comes 
from […] I can’t see him anymore … That is the pain 
I remember ever day.
(Finn)

In some way, all participants also described how 
such memories also served as painful reminders that 
their parent was no longer here, with some actively 
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avoiding associated activities for fear of the pain they 
would elicit: “I remember we would usually go to the 
park together, you know, see movies together … when 
I remember those times I I feel sad. Knowing fully 
well that he is no longer there for me to go with …” 
(Monica). For Sam, this also included avoiding foods, 
such as pasta, that reminded him of his mother and 
father, and their mutual love of cooking:

I don’t take pasta anymore. ‘cause pasta was one of 
our best meals at home. My mom loved preparing it. 
So anytime her pasta is being prepared at the pastor’s 
place, it reminds me of my mom so I try to stay away 
from it.
(Sam)

Adapting and growing from loss

Almost all participants spoke to adapting or growing 
from their loss. This included a sense of a changed 
identity, having shifted from a young person who was 
dependent on their parent, to independent through 
perceived necessity. For most, this led to narratives 
of being a survivor, with the changed identity a wel-
comed and positive change, creating a sense that they 
could survive anything now: “I have grown because 
before my dad died, I always felt like the little girl, 
my daddy’s daughter. My daddy’s baby” (Anna).

I see myself like a better version almost as you know, 
going through something like this of this nature. I 
look at myself like some someone who can, you 
know, survive through any difficult challenge I might 
face no matter what.
(Jack)

Participants often used language of being strong 
or pushing forward, irrespective of the loss: “I felt 
useless, but now I feel I am getting strong and better 
now than before” (Monica); “I’ve seen myself to be 
someone who has been through a lot. Someone who 
needs to survive, someone who needs to strive hard” 
(Sam). This could be interpreted as young people 
feeling they needed to survive in context of reduced 
support within and outside the home, and needing 
to assume increased responsibilities at a young age:

I was just a little dependent girl on my parents and 
everybody. So unlike now, I look out for myself a lot. 
I try to, you know. Be courageous and carry a lot of 
responsibilities that really might not be for me
(Lily)

For several, this changed identity further contrib-
uted to a sense of having ‘matured’ through grief: “So 
I feel like other people see me will see me. A different 
me. Than I was before. A new me. And someone that 
has matured. I’ve grown, not just in maturity or in 

stature but like mentally, physically” (Anna). 
Participants spoke of “time is a healer” while still 
acknowledging that the pain of the loss will not com-
pletely pass: “The pains will not totally go but at some 
point you have to just adapt as time goes on” (Adam).

Additionally, participants described honoring their 
deceased parent by trying to live up to their expec-
tations, with some describing the ongoing presence 
of their parent as an onlooking guide in their life, 
ensuring that they lived up to their potential: 
“Sometimes I reflect … reflect on my my behaviour, 
my character. That if my dad was here, would I do 
this? Would I do that? Would I not do this?” (Lily). 
Expressing a desire to make their parent proud 
through their actions and accomplishments, using the 
death as motivation for success and to work hard:

I I try as much as possible to work hard. I try to 
ensure that all my goals … I need to achieve them 
even when mom is not around, because … even 
when she’s not around … I should be the person that 
I wanna be.
(Adam)

Discussion

This study explored experiences of parental death 
among adolescents from lower SES groupings. Data 
were collected through semi-structured interviews and 
analyzed using IPA. Five GETS were generated. “They 
should be here” captures the irreplaceability of the 
deceased parent and the challenges of accepting and 
processing the death. “The weight of grief ” reflects 
the all-encompassing emotional impacts of grieving. 
“Redefining family and finances after loss” describes 
experiences of the family needing to adopt and nav-
igate new roles and responsibilities together, whilst 
enduring ongoing financial challenges. “Navigating 
external supports” captures the young people’s varying 
experiences of external resources, present and absent. 
Finally, “moving forward from loss” reflects the 
dichotomy of memories and a changed sense of iden-
tity or ‘growth’ post-bereavement. Findings are dis-
cussed below with reference to literature and 
psychological theory to advance clinical understand-
ings of the experiences shared.

Findings in context of literature and theory

Our findings highlight the unique experiences and 
challenges faced by adolescents from low SES group-
ings following parental death, identifying its profound 
emotional impacts and the wider systemic changes in 
familial roles, financial stability, and access to support. 
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Participants described a changed sense of identity, 
needing to be ‘independent’, ‘growing up’, or ‘maturing’ 
from their experience of bereavement. This sense of 
‘growing up’ was further precipitated by needing to 
assume more responsibilities and roles, a process 
described in previous studies related to this population 
(Dariotis et  al., 2023; Galanti, 2024). For some par-
ticipants, this included experienced adultification, 
often taking on roles and responsibilities felt to be 
beyond their age.

Considering this finding in relation to SES, all par-
ticipants described enduring financial burdens and 
challenges to familial financial stability post-death 
(Stephen et  al., 2015). Financial challenges sometimes 
led to participants’ needs going unmet, including basic 
necessities or food, which further contributed to the 
sense of adultification or ‘growing up’ (Dariotis et  al., 
2023) in context of facing these struggles. Some felt 
obliged to gain part-time employment to support the 
home and/or seek financial support from others (e.g., 
wider family, friends, neighbors and faith-based com-
munities). However, such supports were not available 
for all participants. Prior evidence demonstrates how 
lower SES can reduce the availability and accessibility 
of support (Aoun et  al., 2020; Lancaster & Johnson, 
2020; Mayland et  al., 2021; Selman et  al., 2023). Our 
findings support this, with many participants describ-
ing a need to ‘survive’ without support from loved 
ones, organizations or communities.

Some participants spoke about the additional inter-
section of race, describing the impacts of racial dis-
crimination and stigma in feeling or being able to 
access specialized bereavement support or counseling 
as young Black people. Some alluded to therapy being 
seen as not for them, or feeling unwelcome or mis-
understood, further impacting their desire to access 
or seek out such supports due to mistrust and fear. 
These findings align to broader literature regarding 
potential mistrust of services resulting from margin-
alization and discrimination among minoritised com-
munities whose voices often go unheard (Harris & 
Bordere, 2016; Perry, 2024; Richmond et  al., 2024).

When considering these findings in relation to the 
DPM, the model acknowledges that individuals under-
take both loss- and restoration-orientated coping in 
navigating their grief (Stroebe & Schut, 2010). Whilst 
the current findings demonstrate adolescents shifting 
between both forms of coping, crucially, the role of 
SES in amplifying the need for restoration-orientated 
coping is demonstrated. Participants highlighted need-
ing to navigate death-related secondary losses and 
stressors, with a focus on ‘survival’. The current find-
ings suggest that SES adds weight to the already heavy 

burden of parental death, reducing adolescents’ oppor-
tunities to engage in more loss-orientated coping and 
precipitating a sense of adultification or ‘growing up’.

Regarding the concept of adultification, it is 
important to note that this may be experienced dif-
ferently across different groups and cultures, partic-
ularly within varying class backgrounds. Those from 
lower SES backgrounds may often experience adulti-
fication out of necessity or expectation, independent 
of bereavement (Burton, 2007). However, it is also 
important to recognize that within more collectivistic 
cultures children may more typically assume greater 
responsibilities within the household (i.e., caregiving, 
financial contribution, household chores). Therefore, 
it is crucial to acknowledge the unique experiences 
of individuals, the impact of culture and related 
expectations. and how this may affect the utility of 
the concept of adultification to avoid pathologising 
individual experiences.

When considering acceptance or processing of the 
death, participants spoke to the unreality of the death 
and the challenges of accepting their parent would not 
return. Relating to Worden’s Worden (2018) tasks of 
mourning, these findings evidence adolescents’ 
meaning-making around their loss, and the initial task 
of accepting the reality of the death. Some participants 
described the immediate period post-death as a ‘dream 
they couldn’t wake up from’. This aligns with Worden’s 
descriptions of shifting between states of believing and 
disbelieving when first faced with the death, in attempts 
to avoid the reality of the loss (Yousuf-Abramson, 2021).

Additionally, participants spoke to the weight of 
their grief as “paralysing”, detailing fluctuating emo-
tional responses such as sadness, anger, frustration, 
jealousy, fear and loneliness. Such descriptions align 
with Worden’s Worden (2018) second task of begin-
ning to process the emotional pain of the grief 
(Yousuf-Abramson, 2021). However, some participants 
alluded to feeling a need to push aside their own 
emotional experiences in response to their surviving 
parent’s emotional needs, becoming their ‘protector’. 
This suggests that for some, attempts at processing 
the loss could be impacted by the (un)availability of 
emotional support from the surviving parent, further 
indicating the adultification of participants.

Attachment theory speaks to the irreplaceable bond 
between child and parent, and the impacts if such 
bonds are broken (Varol et  al., 2021). The current 
findings demonstrate participants’ ongoing attempts 
to maintain connections with their deceased parent, 
and recognition that their parent was irreplaceable. 
This further aligns with Klass et  al. (2014) continuing 
bonds theory. For the participants, continuing bonds 
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were established and maintained in the form of mem-
ories, mementos and keepsakes, alongside beliefs 
around the deceased’s continuing existence in some 
form (e.g., in the afterlife or as a role model/guide). 
This was often a source of both pain and remem-
brance, with some participants describing active avoid-
ance of such memories or mementos as the pain felt 
too difficult. Such avoidance may be underpinned by 
the focus on needing to ‘survive’ in context of limited 
support, time and capacity to grieve, although this 
may also further precipitate challenges in adolescents’ 
ability to meaning-make or process their grief (Hewson 
et  al., 2024).

Regarding the above presented models, it is import-
ant to also consider critiques of their approaches and 
application. In the tasks of mourning, the concept of 
“tasks” has been criticized as reducing grief to a linear 
or sequential process, with too much rigidity around 
how bereaved individuals are expected to navigate or 
progress through their bereavement (Stroebe et  al., 
2017). Additionally, the model does not consider or 
acknowledge the experience of further secondary 
losses or systemic factors that may accompany the 
death and the impact of the loss psychosocially. 
Contrastingly, both the DPM and continuing bonds 
model recognize such factors, alongside acknowledg-
ing the non-linear nature of grief across time, and 
consequently these may represent more holistic under-
standings of the processes around bereavement in 
young people.

Clinical implications

Our findings highlight the added complexities of grief 
for young people from lower SES groupings, high-
lighting broader impacts of the death systemically and 
across multiple areas of an adolescent’s life. These 
impacts can present challenges to the grieving expe-
rience and the ability of young people to process or 
attend to their grief. Clinically, this demonstrates the 
importance of directly considering SES when working 
with young people who have lost a loved one, with 
a need to assess for and consider impacts of the death 
broader than the emotional experience alone (i.e., 
examining changes in the home, impact on relation-
ships, sense of identity and basic needs).

Additionally, practitioners working with this pop-
ulation should consider the financial situation of the 
family and its potential impacts on how support can 
be provided for both the surviving parent and the 
child, with consideration for provision of (or sign-
posting to) sources of financial support and guidance. 
While not all needs can realistically be met by 

constrained services, awareness of these complex net-
works of relevant variables is crucial, and especially 
when considering the particular needs of Black young 
people when facilitating and supporting access to 
mental health and wider community support.

Furthermore, consideration is needed regarding the 
accessibility and availability of support within this 
population, both at a community and specialist level. 
Clinicians should take into account the limited avail-
ability of specialist bereavement support within local 
areas, drawing upon and utilizing schools, third sector 
charities and (where appropriate) religious and spir-
itual networks in supporting adolescents to navigate 
their grief and have open conversations about their 
loss. Partnering with such community organizations 
may also provide routes to engaging with minoritised 
populations who encounter barriers to working with 
psychological and healthcare services.

The research sample comprising participants from 
racialized backgrounds adds a key layer of intersec-
tionality when considering the availability of sup-
ports and SES. Our findings report systemic racism 
described by participants, and how this affected their 
willingness to access or seek specialist bereavement 
support. Professionals must therefore be mindful of 
how intersecting experiences of systemic racism and 
socioeconomic inequality may influence trust, avail-
ability and engagement in services, and should 
act ively  work to  foster  cultura l ly  safe , 
trauma-informed, accessible, and non-stigmatising 
spaces that validate the lived experiences of racial-
ized young people. There is clear additional burden 
on minoritised young people who have experienced 
parental death, created by the limitations and biases 
within our support systems (in healthcare and 
socially), which must be acknowledged and directly 
addressed system-wide.

Strengths, limitations and future research

This study addresses the gap in the literature pertain-
ing to experiences of parental death in adolescents 
from low SES groupings. A homogenous and 
appropriately-sized sample was recruited in line with 
IPA methodology, and IPA was conducted according 
to standardized, robust guidance (Smith et  al., 2021). 
The study only recruited Black participants, which 
was not an intentional decision, but we recognized 
this extremely valuable opportunity to explore the 
under-researched experiences of this minoritised 
group. Given the purposefully idiographic approach 
of the study, the findings are not intended to be gen-
eralizable to a wider population, but to shed light on 
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this unexplored area with a highly underrepresented 
population.

However, given this research did not directly seek 
to recruit Black young people as participants from the 
outset, it is important to recognize the absence of 
deeper deliberate exploration of participants’ experi-
ences in relation to race and culture, and the limita-
tion that this unfunded study did not have access to 
interpretation and translation to include people not 
fluent in English. Our focus was predominantly on 
participants’ experiences in relation to SES, which 
remains a crucial area of exploration as intended. 
However, future research should now seek to examine 
roles of race and culture more directly around young 
people experiencing parental death, to provide greater 
clarity and understandings that build on the findings 
of this study. This could include a more nuanced 
exploration of the connection between culture and 
changing familial roles and responsibilities post- 
bereavement, with consideration for some young peo-
ple doing so out of necessity or cultural expectation, 
independent of bereavement (Burton, 2007). A further 
point in relation to sampling characteristics is that the 
vast majority of participants had lost their father (or 
father and mother); it is not known how this might 
impact on experiences of parental death, but future 
research might seek to explore how a sample entirely 
or mainly speaking about loss of a mother might differ.

In addition, we acknowledge that recruiting online 
may have created sampling bias toward participants 
with digital skills and online access, and that using 
a “first come, first served” approach may inadvertently 
recruit more highly-motivated participants; while the 
aim of IPA is not to be representative but to under-
stand the experiences of a small sample in depth, it 
is still important to acknowledge these potential biases.

Perspectives and experiences around parental death 
remain little-explored in other groupings (including 
younger children) and this is an important priority 
for future work. The current findings further highlight 
the changed and additional roles and responsibilities 
that adolescents may assume following the death of 
a parent, including supporting or caring for the sur-
viving parent. Future research should seek to explore 
changing roles and responsibilities more directly, with 
consideration for its impacts on the avoidance of pro-
cessing grief and subsequent coping both in the short 
and long term.

A further limitation is the reliance on self-identified 
SES, which may be subject to individual interpreta-
tion. Participants’ perceptions of SES may not fully 
capture the complexities of their actual economic and 
social positioning; however, descriptions at pre- 

interview and the content of interviews that followed 
aligned with factors representative of lower SES. 
Future research should seek to adopt or devise a more 
effective and objective measures to capture this infor-
mation to mitigate against this in future research.

Future research may also wish to use these findings 
to structure more directed examinations of the models 
of bereavement within children and adolescents, to 
further develop our understanding of their applica-
tions within these populations. This should include 
taking into consideration the systems surrounding 
them (i.e., family, education and peers) and their 
influence on the bereavement process.

Finally, as noted above, many of the dominant mod-
els of bereavement are derived from Western-centric 
and individualistic perspectives of grief and bereave-
ment. This may limit their applicability to individuals 
from more collectivistic cultures or the Global South 
(Rosenblatt, 2008). Accordingly, the models fail to con-
sider the significant role varying cultural beliefs and 
practices can have in making sense of and navigating 
grief for individuals, and this remains an area for ongo-
ing research to improve understanding of bereavement 
among members of the global majority (Walter, 1996).

Conclusion

Our findings illuminate the unique experiences and 
challenges faced by adolescents from low SES groupings 
following parental death, in particular among Black 
adolescents. The GETs identify both the profound emo-
tional impact of the loss and its wider systemic effects 
on familial roles, financial instability and lack of access 
to support. Participants described changed family roles, 
reduced networks and financial instability which 
impacted their ability to engage in loss-orientated cop-
ing and processing their grief. Resultingly, frequent 
descriptions of needing to ‘survive’ emerged, often 
accompanied by a sense of having changed identity or 
‘grown up’ out of necessity. Future research is needed 
to continue exploring the experiences of parental death 
and grieving in underrepresented populations whose 
experiences have not yet, or only minimally, been 
explored through research. Particular valuable areas of 
focus may comprise the impact of changed and addi-
tional roles and responsibilities in being able to process, 
attend to and cope with grief.
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