MAKING THE LIVES OF
BEREAVED FAMILIES MATTER

Building a next generation strategy for bereaved families

#SupportLifeMatters

The main problem is that bereaved
children don’t officially exist in the UK,
so how on earth can we begin to help
them properly?

I totally support the Government in the
need to reduce the welfare bill, but it
should not be done here. If children are
bereaved, there is no fraud; you cannot
fake it, or even abuse the system.

Ben Brooks-Dutton, author, blogger and widowed father
Lord Polak, House of Lords, 6 April 2017

2

THE TASK FORCE FOR BEREAVED CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILIES

FOREWORD

Ben Brooks-Dutton
Chair of Life Matters
The task force for bereaved families

On 6 April 2017, the UK Government extended
its ongoing programme of austerity to bereaved
families with the introduction of the new
Bereavement Support Payment1. The political
messaging was sound. In an attempt to
‘modernise’ the system, the Department for Work
and Pensions (DWP) would scrap the Widowed
Parent’s Allowance2 – the long-term system of
financial ‘benefits’ which had provided a safety
net for widowed parents since 1946 – and bring
in a new scheme that promised to be ‘better’,
‘fairer’ and ‘easier-to-understand’3.
Child and family bereavement services,
organisations and charities universally disagreed,
however. They advised that under this new
system, 91 per cent of newly widowed parents
would receive financial support for a shorter
period of time, just 18 months in fact, as opposed
to up to 20 years under the previous policy.
They also expressed their concern that this
new ‘modernised’ system still failed to support
unmarried and cohabiting couples with children
(15 per cent of children in the UK live in this type
of family according to the 2016 Office for National
Statistics report4).
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emotional challenges facing widowed parents
and their children. Filmed almost 18 months
after the death of Rio’s wife, Rebecca, this clearly
highlighted just how long it can take for families
to even begin to grieve properly. Viewers saw
a family not ‘moving on with their lives’ after a
year and a half, but only just being able to begin
to process what sort of support they would need
going forward.
This emotional insight into the reality of a family
bereavement appeared completely at odds with
the changes to ‘benefits’ for widowed parents.
This attempt to ‘modernise’ the legislation didn’t
take into account the many ways people can be
widowed and the pace at which different family
members can grieve.
An expectant mother widowed just one month
into her pregnancy and with two other children
under five, for instance, would receive the same
bereavement benefits as the mum of a fifteenyear-old. A father who has always worked
fulltime in order to support his family financially,
for example, may find that his children’s
emotional needs change in the months and years
that follow their mother’s death, at which point
there would be no further support available.

This argument played out across the British
media. A much-discussed DWP statement simply
explained that, ‘the old system could be unfair,
complex and also act as a trap preventing people
from moving on with their lives5.’ The implication
seemed clear: after 18 months, families should
be able to ‘move on’ alone.

Unfortunately for families across the nation,
the voices of the various stakeholders were not
heard. A new and progressive conversation about
bereavement and grief had swept the nation in
light of both Rio Ferdinand’s documentary, and
comments made by Prince Harry and the Duke of
Cambridge6 about the impact of the death of their
mother 20 years earlier. However, Government
support for families ultimately regressed. The
decision was voted into law and the cuts were
duly made.

Around the same time as these changes hit the
headlines, millions of British people tuned into
BBC One to watch Rio Ferdinand: Being Mum
and Dad – a documentary that showed the real

Disappointed but not defeated, a number of the
individuals and organisations who opposed the
changes came together to form a task force with
a clear objective: to generate insight-led ideas

and recommendations that will result in better
financial and emotional support for bereaved
parents, partners and children.
The truth is that even if the cuts had been
reversed, bereaved families still wouldn’t have
sufficient access to the support they are likely
to need. The recommendations outlined in this
report, therefore, focus not on rewinding the
clock but on creating a better future for families
affected by death.
Almost 24,000 parents die every year leaving
dependent children – equivalent to 112 newly7
bereaved children every day. The Life Matters
family bereavement task force is therefore
helping to create a voice of support for the
thousands of families who will be affected by the
2017 legislation.
Since the cuts came into force, and in the
aftermath of the Grenfell Tower fire, Prime
Minister Theresa May3 has publicly acknowledged
that bereaved and grieving families do not always
get the support they need. This report aims to
address this by building a number of workable
recommendations targeted at ministers, officials
and all those concerned with improving this kind
of provision. It’s time for family bereavement
policy to move beyond just benefits.

MEET THE TASK FORCE
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charity, Grief Encounter. He is also a popular TV presenter and a regular part of ITV’s

Alison Penny | CHILD BEREAVEMENT SERVICE COORDINATOR

This Morning team. Jeff is the father of two sons, thirteen-year-old Bobby and eleven-

Alison coordinates the Childhood Bereavement Network (CBN), the UK hub for

year-old Freddie, who lost their mother Jade Goody to cervical cancer in 2009. He’s also

organisations supporting grieving children and their families. She has consulted with

the author of The Grief Survival Guide: How to navigate loss and all that comes with it.

bereaved children, young people, and adults on their needs and how these can best be
met, their views to inform publications, practice guides and campaigning tools. Alison
has a particular interest in supporting services to demonstrate the effectiveness of their

Dr. Katie Koehler, C. Psychol | CHILD BEREAVEMENT CHARITY DEPUTY DIRECTOR AND CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST

work. She is an editor of the peer-review journal Bereavement Care.

Dr. Koehler is Deputy Director of Bereavement Support and Education for Child
Bereavement UK, a charity that supports families and educates professionals when a
baby or child of any age dies or is dying, or when a child is facing bereavement. Katie

Ben Brooks-Dutton | AUTHOR, BLOGGER, CAMPAIGNER & WIDOWED FATHER

has been with the charity for seven years having spent the majority of her career in the

In January 2013, Ben Brooks-Dutton set up the blog, Life as a Widower, to document his

NHS working in a Child and Adolescent Health Psychology service where she was the

experiences as a grieving father and husband after his wife, Desreen, was killed in 2012

lead clinical psychologist for the Child Development Team.

by an elderly driver. The blog went on to receive millions of hits around the world and in
2014 Ben published his first book. The Sunday Times Bestseller It’s Not Raining, Daddy,

It’s Happy is a story that charts the year following Desreen’s death. In 2017, Ben coproduced and appeared in the BBC One documentary, Rio Ferdinand: Being Mum & Dad.

Dr. Shelley Gilbert MBE | CHILD BEREAVEMENT CHARITY FOUNDER AND BEREAVED OF BOTH PARENTS AS A CHILD
Dr. Shelley Gilbert MBE is the founder of Grief Encounter, a charity established to
provide information, guidance and support to bereaved children and those who care

Brendan Cox | CAMPAIGNER, ACTIVIST & WIDOWED FATHER

for them. A mother of four, Shelley had first-hand experience of bereavement as a
child, losing her mother at the age of four and her father at the age of nine. Shelley has

Brendan Cox is an international campaigner, activist, and the widowed husband of

dedicated much of her adult life to working with troubled children who have suffered the

MP Jo Cox, who was killed in June 2016. Since her death, Brendan has worked to

loss of a parent or sibling. Firstly, as a counsellor, then a trainer, and now as a doctor,

honour her memory through the Jo Cox Foundation – an organisation which has been

Shelley has made it her mission to ensure that today’s bereaved children will have

established to support Jo’s friends, family and colleagues in their efforts to continue her

somewhere to turn in their moment of need.

work and to highlight the issues she cared deeply about.

Debbie Kerslake | BEREAVEMENT SUPPORT CHARITY CHIEF EXECUTIVE AND BEREAVED OF HER FATHER AS A CHILD

CHILD BEREAVEMENT CHARITY CHIEF EXECUTIVE AND BEREAVED OF HIS FATHER AS A TEENAGER

Fergus joined Winston’s Wish as Chief Executive in October 2015 after nearly a decade

Debbie Kerslake is the Chief Executive of Cruse Bereavement Care – a role she has

at the National Children’s Bureau. Winston’s Wish is celebrating 25 years of providing

held since 2008, however, her work with the charity has spanned fifteen years. The UK’s

support to bereaved children, young people and families this year. Fergus has made

leading national charity providing bereavement support services in England, Wales and

key contributions to national policy and practice development in a number of areas,

Northern Ireland, Cruse offers support, advice and information to children, young people,

particularly in relation to the emotional and social development and well-being of

and adults when someone dies and works to enhance society’s care of bereaved people.

children and young people in education.

Georgia Elms | CHARITY CHAIRMAN AND WIDOWED MOTHER
Georgia joined WAY Widowed & Young in 2006 after losing her husband, Jon, suddenly at
the age of 38. The day after Jon died, Georgia found out that she was pregnant with their
second daughter. After initially joining WAY to talk to other bereaved partners, Georgia
joined the WAY committee in 2010 and was later elected Chairman in 2011. Georgia has
been campaigning against proposals to cut support to bereaved families for the past six
years, alongside the Childhood Bereavement Network.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Life Matters family bereavement task force was established in
April 20179 when the new Bereavement Support Payment replaced
the previous three-tier system of Bereavement Payments,
Bereavement Allowance and Widowed Parent’s Allowance. With
financial support from comparethemarket.com, the task force set
out to generate insight-led ideas and recommendations that would
result in better financial and emotional support for bereaved
parents, partners, and children.
This report includes a focus on six key recommendations that
are both specific and actionable. The task force brings together a
number of individuals and organisations to share knowledge and
expertise about the issues facing bereaved families.

When a baby is born, you can’t
move for leaflets and health visitors
and professional advice. Every day
someone new shows up at the house
to make sure you know what you’re
doing. Modern society wouldn’t dream
of leaving a novice parent to work it
out as they go along: that would be
madness. But when someone dies,
you’re on your own.

Rio Ferdinand, Thinking Out Loud
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INTRODUCTION
The new Bereavement Support Payment was
announced on 12 January 2017 by Minister for
Welfare Delivery, Caroline Noakes, as part of
the Pensions Act. In March 2017, the House of
Commons approved the Bereavement Support
Payment Regulations 2017 by 292 votes to 236. It
was introduced for those bereaved from 6 April
2017, replacing the previous three-tier system of
Bereavement Payments, Bereavement Support
Allowance and Widowed Parent’s Allowance.
According to the Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP), it aims to provide more
accessible help for spouses and civil partners in
the difficult period following a family death.
The original bereavement benefit – Widowed
Mother’s Allowance – was established under
the National Insurance Act 1946. Its purpose
was to provide an early retirement pension
for widows who had been dependent on their
husband’s income. The last time these benefits
were reformed was in 2001 when entitlement
was extended to widowers within the Widowed
Parent’s Allowance. Before 6 April 2017, the
ongoing payments of Bereavement Allowance
and Widowed Parent’s Allowance were available
to working-age people with children, or childless
bereaved spouses and civil partners aged over
forty-five.
The new Bereavement Support Payment is
available to all people under state pension age
whose spouse or civil partner made sufficient
National Insurance contributions. Under the
previous Widowed Parent’s Allowance systems,
payments continued until the widowed parent
reached state pension age, moved in with a
new partner, or their youngest child no longer
qualified for Child Benefits. Reasons for
10
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this could include the child leaving full-time
education. The average claim was between
five and six years, but families could be
supported for up to 20 years in the most extreme
circumstances.
The new Bereavement Support Payment, instead
of the notion of bereavement benefits replacing
the deceased spouse or civil partner’s earnings,
was designed to help people with the additional
and more immediate costs of the ‘grieving
period’. This means a higher initial lump sum
plus payments for the 18 months following the
spouse’s or civil partner’s death.
Under the new scheme, financial support for
families who suffer the death of a parent will now
receive financial support from the Government
for just 18 months, as opposed to up to 20 years
under the previous policy. Once up and running,
approximately £100m a year stands to be saved
by the UK Government.
Old scheme

New scheme

up to

total

20
years

18

months

FACTS & STATS
THE OLD SYSTEM VERSUS THE NEW

THE OLD RULES
When a parent dies, family practicalities
and finances face great challenges. The
old system provided:
• A one-off tax-free lump sum of £2,000
(Bereavement Payment)
• A taxable monthly (four weeks) benefit
of up to £444.80 per month for the
Bereavement Allowance (for those
without children) and Widowed Parent’s
Allowance (for those with children), the
latter paid until the youngest child no
longer qualifies for Child Benefits.

THE NEW RULES
The Pensions Act represented a
fundamental repurposing of the benefit.
It dismantled the safety net of ongoing
support, and replaced it with the
‘concertinaed’ support of a death grant.
The new Bereavement Support Payment
intended to meet the additional costs that
bereavement brings, and focus on the
period immediately following the death.
The new system provides:
• An initial lump sum of £3,500 paid to
people with children and £2,500 to those
without children
• A further 18 monthly instalments paid
to the surviving spouse or civil partner
of £350 for those with children and £100
for those without
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FOR BETTER
OR WORSE
A paper by the Childhood Bereavement Network10 on behalf of a
group including Child Bereavement UK, Cruse Bereavement Care,
Gingerbread, Low Incomes Tax Reform Group, The Children’s
Society, WAY Widowed and Young, and Winston’s Wish, revealed
the impact that the changes would have, showing that seventyfive per cent of all families with children are likely to be worse off
financially than they would have been under the old scheme.
Further research conducted by the charity WAY Widowed &
Young11 and supported by comparethemarket.com, also showed
that widowed parents already faced very real financial difficulties
under the previous system. Three-quarters of widowed parents
who responded to the survey of widowed adults admitted that
bereavement had ‘far more financial costs associated with it’
than they expected. Over seven in ten (seventy-two per cent) also
agreed that bereavement had a ‘serious or negative financial
impact’ on them and their family.
The 2017 study12 also revealed the extent to which widowed
parents had to change their employment status as a result of their
bereavement. Nearly half (forty-nine per cent) of the widowed
parents who took part in the study said they had to reduce their
working hours or leave their jobs following their bereavement.
Over a quarter (twenty-six per cent) also estimated that they
forfeited more than sixty per cent of their salary as a result.

THE APPROACH OF THE
TASK FORCE
The formal task force mission goal was:
‘In light of the introduction of the new Bereavement Support Payment system,
which will see ninety-one per cent of newly widowed parents receive financial
support for a shorter period of time, how can the long-term provision of both
financial and emotional support for bereaved families be improved?’

The task force was initially brought together to raise awareness
of the issues that would face bereaved families after 6 April
2017, when the new Bereavement Support Payment system
was introduced. Together, the task force conducted research,
through task force member WAY Widowed & Young, which helped
determine the reality of the financial pressures facing widowed
adults and parents to a scale that went way beyond the research
that informed the Government’s reform proposals.
The results of the polling highlighted how the change in
bereavement support payments could affect UK families and
identified broad areas where widowed parents believed more
support could be offered.
To support the findings, two films were developed to bring the
issues to life, highlight the changes to legislation, and present
the need for better support for bereaved families. The task force
brought a new angle to a campaign that had been gathering pace
across the UK media and in the Houses of Parliament since late
January 2017, driving debate across the UK media and in the
House of Lords, where Lord Polak (Conservative), Baroness Ros
Altmann (Conservative), the Lord Bishop of Peterborough and
Baroness Bakewell of Hardington Mandeville (Liberal Democrat)
all spoke out against the new legislation on the day it came into
British law.
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My Lords, we understand the Government’s need to reduce
the benefits bill. However, we believe that this is not the right
place to do it. Given the spotlight that has recently been shone
on the devastating impact of children suffering bereavement
by the programme on Rio Ferdinand, I ask the Minister [The
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for
Work and Pensions, Lord Henley] to talk to his colleague, the
Secretary of State, and ask him to reconsider this policy and the
devastating impact it will have.

Baroness Bakewell of Hardington Mandeville, House of Lords, 6 April 2017

The Life Matters Family Bereavement task force next met in late May 2017 to begin to
develop recommendations focused on building better support for bereaved children
and their parents. The task force made a unanimous decision to place bereaved
children at the heart of all of its considerations, working outwards from the issues they
faced when making its recommendations. This, the task force agreed, was where the
Government had failed in the introduction of the new Bereavement Support Payment,
which offers no payment or bereavement benefits to those bringing up children if they
weren’t married to their partner who died.

My Lords, the DWP impact assessment taken
from the consultation on the website suggests
that bereavement benefits make up a tiny part of
the welfare budget, accounting for 0.32% in 201617 and anticipated to fall to 0.27% by 2019-20.
I totally support the Government in the need to
reduce the welfare bill, but it should not be done
here. If children are bereaved, there is no fraud;

In life, parents have the same responsibilities towards
their children whether they are married or cohabiting
– why should it be different in death? At the moment,

you cannot fake it, or even abuse the system. Are
we not, as I fear, targeting the wrong area?
Lord Polak, House of Lords, 6 April 2017

around one in five parents with children don’t get
support if their long-term partner dies, because they
were living together but not married. Losing out on
these vital payments, that could be worth around £46
per week to low income families, undermines their
welfare just when they need help the most. Children
have the same needs for food, shelter, love and
attention, regardless of their parents’ marital status –
and we hope to see this discrimination ended soon.
Alison Penny, Childhood Bereavement Network Coordinator

For the remainder of 2017, the task force focused on four main strands of work:
• Issues mapping: the task force began by discussing common themes and
issues that each member faced in both their personal (as widowed parents) and
professional (as bereavement service providers) lives
• The evidence base: the task force then reviewed a number of research papers,
studies, reviews, reports and articles to build the case for its recommendations
• Review and collaboration: together the task force reviewed the evidence and
previous recommendations to help establish how the support for bereaved
families could be improved
• Recommendations: a long-list of suggestions was reduced to a short-list of just
six concise, specific and actionable recommendations
Six key recommendations have been identified and grouped under broad areas of:
• Information
• Education
• Government and workplace bereavement policies
• Financial support
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SUMMARY OF SIX KEY
RECOMMENDATIONS
This report focuses on six key recommendations that are focused
on the provision of better information; better education; official
Government and workplace bereavement policies; and better
financial support for bereaved families.

#1 INFORMATION
INCLUDE DEPENDENT CHILDREN ON INFORMATION GIVEN WHEN REGISTERING A DEATH
When a parent dies in the UK, their child
or children do not automatically receive
any kind of help, be it financial, emotional
or otherwise. While the Office of National
Statistics13 collects data annually on the
number of children affected by the divorce
of their parents, no record is made when a
deceased parent leaves dependent children
behind. This means that bereaved children
are essentially ‘invisible’, making it difficult to
know how many children in a given area are
likely to need support.
This information is urgently needed, to
plan for service development and to make
more sense of research on the impact of
bereavement on children’s lives. In the
absence of official data, estimates are made
using mortality statistics, census data, and
other sources.
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It is recommended that all dependent
children should be included on information
given when registering a death. Making this
data available would help commissioners
understand the scale of need in their
local area and build the case for them to
commission support services in response.
Further subsequent research would also
help show the immediate cost impact of
bereavement versus longer-term savings
for the economy based on the risks
bereavement presents to health, education
and employment, and criminal and disruptive
behaviour.

#2 EDUCATION
TRAIN ALL TEACHERS AND CARERS OF CHILDREN ON HOW TO MANAGE AND SUPPORT
BEREAVED CHILDREN FOLLOWING A DEATH
Anyone working on a day-to-day basis with
no training in bereavement whatsoever.
children and young people is likely to come
Furthermore, the charity’s research revealed
into contact with those who are facing or
that only one in ten adults bereaved as
who have experienced bereavement. Adults
children believed that their schools were
are often anxious about how to respond to
helpful when their parent died.
children before or after a death in the family,
It is recommended that, going forward,
and may worry about making things worse. If
all teachers and carers of children are
this inhibits them, it can mean that children
trained on how to recognise and respond to
miss out on support and are left alone with
children’s grief. Initial training frameworks
their fears and feelings. [The Childhood Bereavement
Network (2017) Grief Matters for Children. London: National
for the children’s workforce should
Children’s Bureau].
include an awareness of bereavement,
and continuing professional development
Currently there is no statutory bereavement
opportunities should be available in every
training for British educators or caregivers.
area.
According to a study by Child Bereavement
UK, eighty per cent of British teachers have

#3

INCLUDE BEREAVEMENT AND GRIEF ON THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM
on these issues.
Given the number of children who will
experience bereavement during childhood,
there is a strong case for them to learn about This means that many children and young
people may remain significantly unprepared
common feelings and reactions to loss,
for what is both a common and hugely
coping strategies, and where to seek help.
significant life event or experience, either for
This could improve peer support between
children, reducing the isolation – and outright them or for those in their peer group.
bullying – which some can experience
following a bereavement, and help children to The task force believes that Personal, Social,
Health and Economic Education (PSHE) is the
find help for themselves or their friends. [The
Childhood Bereavement Network (2017) Grief Matters for Children.
curriculum area best suited to providing this
London: National Children’s Bureau].
kind of coverage.
Although schools may touch on issues of
grief and bereavement across the breadth of
their curriculum, the picture is likely to be
very inconsistent and there is no statutory
requirement for schools to focus specifically
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Recent tragic events like the Manchester
terror attacks and the Grenfell Tower fire
have attracted significant media attention,
and life in a ‘digital age’ means that children
are now being exposed to harrowing stories

of grief and bereavement in a way that
previous generations have not. This only
reinforces the task force’s view that, now
more than every perhaps, children need
the knowledge, skills and vocabulary to
help them make sense of what happens
when people die, not only when those
people are close to them.
The Department for Education is

currently considering whether to make
PSHE statutory in English schools.
The task force strongly supports the
introduction of statutory PSHE and will
welcome the opportunity to contribute to
the subsequent development of statutory
guidance which may ensure more
children receive age-appropriate learning
on bereavement and grief.

#4 POLICY
INTRODUCE A CROSS-GOVERNMENT BEREAVEMENT STRATEGY
There is currently no cross-Government
support across the Government. It also has
bereavement strategy. Responsibility for
an impact on how bereavement is handled in
policies impacting on bereaved people is
both the private and public sector, which in
presently spread across a number of different turn can have a huge impact on the suffering
Government departments including the
of bereaved people.
Department of Health, the Department for
Work and Pensions and the Department
The task force calls for the introduction of
for Education. There is also no identified
a cross-Government national bereavement
Government lead for bereavement strategy or strategy, establishing a framework led by the
support.
Government and championed by a relevant
minister to ensure the coordination of
This approach precludes joined up
various policies across Government.
thinking and prevents there from being a
comprehensive framework for bereavement

#5

EVERY ORGANISATION SHOULD HAVE A BEREAVEMENT POLICY
In any workforce, bereavement is an issue for While some employers are sympathetic and
employees, their colleagues, line managers
flexible, others are less amenable and make
and HR staff. Some employees will have
it difficult for employees to take the time
needed time off to care for the person who is
they need and get the support they require.
dying, and then to organise the funeral and to This can be a significant source of stress to
begin to adjust to life without them. Some will bereaved people, with some then needing
want to return to work as quickly as possible, additional periods of time signed off sick. It
while others will need more time. Some will
is difficult to estimate how many people are
need to change their working patterns to
in this position and the overall impact on the
manage new caring responsibilities – e.g. for
economy, as their absence is more likely to
children or elderly parents – that emerge as a be put down to stress or depression, rather
result of their bereavement.
than linked to the bereavement. [The National
Bereavement Alliance (2014) Life After Death. London: National

There is currently no statutory entitlement to
paid bereavement leave in the UK. Although
employees do have a right to ‘reasonable’
unpaid time off to deal with the consequences
of the death of someone dependent on them,
which could include organising and attending
a funeral, there is no guidance about how
long is ‘reasonable’.
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Council for Palliative Care (NCPS)].

The task force recommends that every
organisation should have a bereavement
policy.

#6 FINANCIAL SUPPORT
THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD OPEN A NEW CONSULTATION INTO HOW IT CAN BEST
SUPPORT BEREAVED FAMILIES FINANCIALLY
The abolition of Widowed Parent’s Allowance
partnership are not eligible for it, meaning
means that 75 per cent of newly bereaved
that children lose out on support because of
families will be worse off in cash terms than
their parents’ marital status – a move which
they would have been under the old system.
is out of step with modern society (Fifteen
Ninety-one per cent of newly widowed
per cent of children in the UK live in families
parents will also be supported for a shorter
made up of unmarried and cohabiting parents
period of time than under the previous
according to the 2016 Office for National
system of the Widowed Parent’s Allowance,
Statistics report14).
which was paid until the bereaved parent’s
The task force urges the UK Government to
youngest child left full time education. The
open a new consultation into how bereaved
new system provides payments for just
families should best be supported by the
eighteen months regardless of the parent’s
Government, and to find solutions that mix
individual circumstances.
the best of the old and the new financial
support systems, that support those with
Despite the Government’s claims that the
children for longer, and that are fair to
new Bereavement Support Payment was
children whose parents weren’t married.
created in order to ‘modernise’ the system,
parents who are not married or in a civil

While data is collected on the
number of children affected by the
divorce of their parents, no record is
made when a deceased parent leaves
dependent children behind. This
means that bereaved children are
essentially invisible.
Alison Penny, Childhood Bereavement Network Coordinator
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SECTION ONE:

INFORMATION
ISSUE #1

ACCESSING INFORMATION TO INFORM BEREAVEMENT POLICY
During her speech at the Conservative Party
conference in October 2017, Prime Minister
Theresa May acknowledged8 that bereaved and
grieving families do not always get the support
they need. She was referencing the Grenfell
Tower fire and the need for an independent public
advocate for major disasters. This horrifying
incident drew attention to the lack of provision
of care, available not only during moments of
national crisis which hit the headlines, but also
to those families traumatised by the deaths of
partners and parents that don’t make the news.
The death of someone close brings change and
challenge into the life of a young person, and
can be devastating. It is estimated that one in
twenty-nine children and young people currently
of school age have experienced the death of a
parent or sibling, which is around one per class,
but no one knows exactly how many children are
bereaved each year. Data is collected annually on
the number of children affected by the divorce
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of their parents, but not on the number affected
by the death of a parent. A person’s death
certificate, for instance, does not currently record
how many dependent children they may have left
behind.
This information is urgently needed to plan for
service development and to make more sense
of research on the impact of bereavement on
children’s lives. Without it, bereaved children
are essentially ‘invisible’. When children and
young people’s support needs go unrecognised,
research suggests that bereavement and the
changes that accompany it can make them more
vulnerable to poor outcomes, particularly in
disadvantaged circumstances16.

UNDERSTANDING THE RISKS OF BEREAVEMENT
Health
Many children experience anxiety following a
death and they are at increased risk of depressive
symptoms. Those bereaved of their parent
experience more physical health symptoms,
accidents and serious illnesses than their peers.
They are more likely to take risks with their
health and to die early. They have an increased
risk of mental disorder, suicide attempt and
hospitalisation for a psychiatric disorder.

Children, parents, and teachers report difficulties
at school arising from poor concentration, lack
of interest or bullying. Bereaved children have
lower average exam scores9 than their peers,
and are more likely to be unemployed at thirty.
However, ‘opposite effects’ may emerge as some
young people strive particularly hard to succeed2.

Bereaved young people are overrepresented in
the criminal justice system. The death of a parent
by the age of twenty-six increases the risk of a
criminal conviction for a violent offence8.
[The Childhood Bereavement Network (2017) Grief Matters for Children.
London: National Children’s Bureau].

Criminal and disruptive behaviour

There is increasing evidence of a ‘late effect’
of bereavement in childhood, with differences
between them and their peers more apparent
two years after the death than in the early
months. Bereavement may have impacts into
adulthood as well as childhood.
Education and employment

A new and progressive conversation about
bereavement swept the nation in light of Rio
Ferdinand’s documentary and yet government
support for families ultimately regressed.
Ben Brooks-Dutton, author, blogger and widowed father
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RECOMMENDATION #1
It is recommended that all dependent children should be included on information
given when registering a death. Making this data available would help
commissioners understand the scale of need in their local area and build the
case for them to commission support services in response. Further subsequent
research would also help to show the immediate cost impact of bereavement
versus longer-term savings for the economy based on the risks bereavement
presents to health, education and employment, and criminal and disruptive
behaviour.

SECTION TWO:

EDUCATION
ISSUE #2

POOR LEVELS OF INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT FOR BEREAVED CHILDREN
With approximately one in twenty-nine children
and young people currently of school age having
experienced the death of a parent or sibling7,
anyone working on a day-to-day basis with
children and young people is likely to come into
contact with those who are facing or who have
experienced bereavement. Adults are often
anxious about how to respond to children before
or after a death in the family, and may worry
about making things worse. If this inhibits them,
it can mean that children miss out on support
and are left alone with their fears and feelings.
[The Childhood Bereavement Network (2017) Grief Matters for Children.
London: National Children’s Bureau].

The forthcoming consultation on the green paper
on children and young people’s mental health
will provide an important opportunity to explore
how school leadership and training can improve
pastoral support for bereaved pupils.
Training and support increases practitioners’
understanding of bereavement in childhood and
their knowledge of practical ideas for offering
support in particular settings, complementing
their existing skills in working with children. This
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increases their confidence and prepares them
to respond appropriately to the diverse needs of
bereaved children and families, including making
referrals to childhood bereavement services
whose staff will have had more in-depth training.
Initial training frameworks for the children’s
workforce should include an awareness of
bereavement, and continuing professional
development opportunities should be a focus in
every area.
Schools which have experienced a death in the
school community often wish they had been
better prepared. Setting out clearly how the
school will respond to the death of a pupil, parent
or staff member or a critical incident can be
very helpful if and when it happens. The Childhood
Bereavement Network (2017) Grief Matters for Children. London: National
Children’s Bureau].

RECOMMENDATION #2
It is recommended that, going forward, all teachers and carers of children are
trained on how to recognise and respond to children’s grief. Initial training
frameworks for the children’s workforce should include an awareness of
bereavement, and continuing professional development opportunities should be
available in every area.

SECTION TWO:

EDUCATION
ISSUE #3

LACK OF ACCESS TO GRIEF AND BEREAVEMENT EDUCATION FOR CHILDREN
Given the number of children who will experience
bereavement during childhood, there is a strong
case for them to learn from an earlier age about
common feelings and reactions to loss and about
coping strategies, and where to seek help. This
could improve peer support between children,
reducing the isolation – and, sometimes,
bullying – which some can experience following
a bereavement, and helping children to find help
for themselves or their friends.
This would be the first step towards creating a
grief-literate generation of young people and
adults who will be better placed than previous
generations to know what to do and how to help
when someone dies.
Children and young people are naturally
interested in death and bereavement and often
raise questions about this issue. Children’s books
often feature characters who have been bereaved
of parents, and for many children the life and
death of a pet is their first introduction to how it
feels to lose something they love.
Many young people – including those who
haven’t been bereaved – are keen for death
and bereavement to be incorporated into the
curriculum although they are clear that this
needs to be handled sensitively. Seventy-five
per cent of adult respondents to a Childhood
Bereavement Network survey said they wished
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their school had taught them about coping with
bereavement.
This only reinforces our view that now, more
than ever perhaps, children need the knowledge,
skills and vocabulary to help them make sense
of what happens when people die, not only when
those people are close to them.
Issues of death, dying, grief and bereavement
can come up across the curriculum: in Science,
English, Drama, Citizenship and Religious
Education (RE). The taskforce believes that
Personal, Social, Health and Economic
Education (PSHE) is the curriculum area
best suited to providing the kind of specific
coverage which children and young people
need. The Department for Education is currently
considering the status of PSHE in the curriculum.
Making it statutory could mean many more
children would benefit from learning about grief
and bereavement in a safe, supported and ageappropriate way.
And, as with other sensitive topics, teachers
are often anxious about addressing death and
bereavement in the classroom. Although lesson
plans, guidance and training are available from
local and national child bereavement services which can help staff deliver lessons effectively
and confidently - a more prominent position in
every school curriculum would mean teachers

could be more consistently and effectively
supported to teach about grief and bereavement,
and support bereaved children.
Bereaved young people’s suggestions about what
could help to make school a good place to learn
about death and bereavement included: teachers
checking with young people who’ve recently been
bereaved on whether they are happy to join in
the lesson, no pressure to talk about personal
experiences, somewhere quiet to go or someone
to talk to after the lesson if they are feeing upset,
and telling them where they can get further help
and support.

RECOMMENDATION #3
The Department for Education is currently considering whether to make
PSHE statutory in English schools. The task force strongly supports the
introduction of statutory PSHE and will welcome the opportunity to contribute
to the subsequent development of statutory guidance which may ensure more
children receive age-appropriate learning on bereavement and grief.

SECTION THREE:

BEREAVEMENT POLICY
ISSUE #4

THE LACK OF A CROSS-GOVERNMENT BEREAVEMENT STRATEGY
Almost 500,000 people die each year in
England, including an estimated 19,000+
parents with dependent children. Each death
affects a circle of family and friends, and the
impact of bereavement creates a major public
health issue. Yet there is currently no crossGovernment bereavement strategy in response.
Responsibility for policies impacting bereaved
people is presently spread across a number of
different Government departments including the
Department of Health, the Department for Work
and Pensions and the Department for Education.
There is also no identified Government lead for
bereavement strategy or support.
This approach precludes joined up thinking and
prevents there from being a comprehensive
framework for bereavement support across
the Government. It also has an impact on how
bereavement is handled in both the private and
public sector, which in turn can have a huge
impact on the suffering of bereaved people.
This report recurrently identifies the lack of
recognition of the impact bereavement has and
the societal risks it presents (refer back to issue
#1 for further information). The Government’s
National Suicide Prevention Strategy, however, is
a good example of how government departments
could work together to create better and more
cohesive outcomes for bereaved people. It is an
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outcomes-based strategy that aims to reduce the
suicide rate in the general population and create
better support for those bereaved or affected by
suicide. Reflecting a number of this task force’s
recommendations, it is improving data at national
and local levels, and using this data to help take
action and target efforts more effectively, which
is positively impacting responses to bereavement
by suicide.
A similar approach to creating a national
bereavement strategy would be a key
component of improving national, regional
and local bereavement care. This strategy
could build on the model of care set out in
A guide to Commissioning Bereavement
Services in England, recently published by
the National Bereavement Alliance, helping
to ensure that support services are available
in each area. Committing to building such a
strategy would recognise the importance of
bereavement as a national policy issue, making
bereavement a priority for the Government and
its relevant departments. This would influence
commissioners and the allocation of resources
in a context of competing and inconsistent
priorities, helping to secure funding for
information, service delivery, resources, training
and partnerships, working at a local level.
Crucially, it would help prevent wastage of

resource in the system that currently lacks any
cohesive framework. The bereavement sector –
as reflected in the creation of this task force – is
highly collaborative and works well together.
Developing a national bereavement strategy
would bring together the public, private and
third sectors to address the needs of bereaved
people and develop a framework for action and
implementation.
The overall strategic approach would
help achieve each of the other task force
recommendations and would also aim to deliver
significant cost savings over time by addressing
the health and societal risks (some of which
are referred to in issue #1) presented by
bereavement.

RECOMMENDATION #4
The task force calls for the introduction of
a cross-Government national bereavement
strategy, establishing a framework led
by the Government and championed
by a relevant minister to ensure the
coordination of various policies across
Government.

SECTION THREE:

BEREAVEMENT POLICY
ISSUE #5

BUSINESSES LACK CLEAR WORKPLACE BEREAVEMENT GUIDELINES
In any workforce, bereavement is an issue for
employees, their colleagues, line managers
and HR staff. Some employees will have needed
time off to care for the person who is dying,
and then to organise the funeral and to begin
to adjust to life without them. Some will want
to return to work as quickly as possible, while
others will need more time. Some will need to
change their working patterns to manage new
caring responsibilities – e.g. for children or
elderly parents – that emerge as a result of their
bereavement.
There is currently no statutory entitlement to
paid bereavement leave in the UK although
the Parental Bereavement (Pay and Leave)
Bill may be introduced for bereaved parents
some time soon]. Although employees do have
a right to ‘reasonable’ unpaid time off to deal
with the consequences of the death of someone
dependent on them - which could include
organising and attending a funeral - there is no
guidance about how long is ‘reasonable’.

While some employers are sympathetic and
flexible, others are less amenable and make it
difficult for employees to take the time they need
and get the support they require. This can be a
significant source of stress for bereaved people,
with some then needing additional periods of
time signed off sick. It is difficult to estimate how
many people are in this position and the overall
impact on the economy, as their absence is more
likely to be put down to stress or depression,
rather than linked to the bereavement.

ComRes research for the National Council for Palliative Care
and Dying Matters found significant levels of public support for
improved bereavement support in the workplace. Amongst the
key findings were insights that showed:

1. The overwhelming majority of British adults (eighty-seven per
cent) agreed that all employers should have a compassionate
employment policy, which includes paid bereavement leave,
flexible working and a range of other support available
2. More than four in five people (eighty-one per cent) agreed that
there should be a legal right to receive paid bereavement leave
where someone close to the person in question (such as a
child, parent or partner) has just died
3. More than four in five people (eighty-two per cent) agreed that
providing employees with paid bereavement leave is likely to be
beneficial to the employer in the long term
4. The majority of people (fifty-six per cent) said they would
consider leaving their job if their employer did not provide
proper support if someone close to them died
5. Almost a third (thirty-two per cent) of people who had been
bereaved in the past five years who were in a job at the time
said that they were not treated with compassion by their
employer

[The National Bereavement Alliance (2014) Life After Death. London:
National Council for Palliative Care (NCPS)].

RECOMMENDATION #5
The task force recommends that every organisation (including schools)
should have a bereavement policy.
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SECTION FOUR:

FINANCIAL SUPPORT
ISSUE #6

THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD OPEN A NEW CONSULTATION INTO HOW IT CAN BEST SUPPORT
BEREAVED FAMILIES FINANCIALLY
Latest Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)
figures suggest that seventy-five per cent of
parents bereaved after 6 April 2017 (88 per cent
of those in work, fifty-seven per cent of those
out of work) will be worse off in cash terms
under the new Bereavement Support Payment
than they would have been under the previous
Widowed Parent’s Allowance system7. Figures
suggest a disparity of up to £17,000 based on a
median length of claim of five to six years under
the previous system. A minority of widowed
parents will do better under the changes, as the
Bereavement Support Payment will not be taken
into account in the calculation of means-tested
benefit entitlements.
Ninety-one per cent of newly widowed parents
will also be supported for a shorter period
of time than under the previous system of
Widowed Parent’s Allowance7, which was paid
until the bereaved parent’s youngest child left
full time education. The new system provides
payments for just eighteen months regardless
of the parent’s individual circumstances.
Widowed parents with younger children will be
disproportionately negatively affected as they
could previously claim for longer. For instance,
parents could lose out by up to £31,000 if they
would have been eligible to receive Widowed
Parent’s Allowance for ten years.
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The task force believes that the provision of
payments for only eighteen months means that
parents will not be supported for long enough
to meet their children’s emerging grief, placing
them under additional stress. The Government
intends to meet the ongoing income support
needs of widowed parents and their children
with Universal Credit, with its conditionality
requirements, which the Childhood Bereavement
Network believes to be ‘unnecessary,
stigmatising and counter-productive’.
Unlike the Widowed Parent’s Allowance, the
new Bereavement Support Payment will not be
automatically uprated in line with inflation and so its
value will be eroded over time. And despite insisting
that the reforms are not intended to save money,
the Government will net £100m per year in savings16
once the new system is fully up and running.
Despite the Government’s claims that the new
Bereavement Support Payment was created in
order to ‘modernise’ the system, parents who
are not married or in a civil partnership are not
eligible for it, meaning that children lose out
on support because of their parents’ marital
status – a move which is out of step with modern
society (fifteen per cent of children in the UK live
in families made up unmarried and cohabiting
parents according to the 2016 Office for National
Statistics report15).

RECOMMENDATION #6
The task force urges the UK Government to open a new consultation into how
bereaved families should best be supported financially by the Government,
and to find solutions that mix the best of the old and the new financial support
systems – that support those with children for longer, and that are fair to
children whose parents weren’t married.

CONCLUSION
We live in a country that is far better prepared for birth than death.
There are numerous systems in place to ensure that expectant
parents are equipped for significant changes that a baby will
create in their lives: antenatal classes with other parents-to-be;
midwives to support the birth proces; aftercare through midwives,
health visitors and frequent postnatal checkups and check-ins.
There is always a period of time for prospective parents to prepare
and make plans for the change they will experience and support
through the change that having children creates.
With the majority of deaths that impact children, however, there
is little or no time to prepare, even though bereavement brings
with it much more difficult and painful adjustments than birth.
It therefore makes sense, both practically and emotionally, that
we build a more compassionate society with equally defined
frameworks to support families following a death as we do
following a birth. Frameworks that can support families that suffer
death just as we do for those who celebrate life. And that’s exactly
what this task force set out to achieve: better support for all
bereaved families.
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