
Losing a parent at any age can be a one of the 
toughest situations you can ever go through. 
Losing a parent while you are still very young 
can be traumatic. Being that my father died 
when I was only eleven years old, I was hurt, 
dazed, lost, and sometimes quite angry. How 
dare God take my father away from me is what I 
would think on a daily basis for weeks. How dare 
my father leave me alone here, stuck in this 
cruel world? I slowly began to notice that the 
way I thought and acted was starting to change 
in a very unhealthy way. That got me thinking. 
Could I have turned into a completely different 
person because my father died? Are there any 
negative side effects that I hadn’t thought about 
before? I was curious to know if this happened 
to other kids around my age. Did their demeanor 
change? Did anything permanent happen to 
them? I also wanted to know if there were any 
long-term effects. How are children affected by 
the death of a parent? Can the death of a parent 
lead to declining health? Are there any 
psychological effects due to the loss of a 
parent? If there are psychological effects, what 
are they? That’s where I wanted to start my 
research. 

 From my own prior experience, I knew that 
the death of loved one can take a serious toll on 
someone, specifically if that loved one was a 
primary caregiver and loving parent. That toll 
can lead to even bigger issues. This is what I 
refer to as the psychological effects. It can affect 
the physical, mental, and emotional states of a 
person. The transition from having your parent 
physically present to them not being there at all 

can affect one, if not all three of these areas. The 
morning that I found out my father had passed 
away, I felt sick to my stomach. I did not want to 
eat or drink anything for days, maybe even 
weeks. I couldn’t care less about how long I 
went without feeding myself or properly taking 
care of myself at the time. Eventually, I got so 
sick that I started to look malnourished. I could 
not move my lips to speak. I could not raise my 
head to look at anyone. I stood frozen as if 
paralysis had just struck my spine. All I could do 
was cry for weeks. I shut myself out from the 
world, or at least tried to until my mother made 
me open the doors. I would go from angry to 
crying to depressed to anxious all within the 
same hour. That was my physical, mental, and 
emotional health being negatively affected by 
the event that had occurred., 

 My effects were mild considering how bad 
they get for some people. Many adults who 
suffered parental death as an adolescent or 
younger develop psychological disorders. Some 
may develop bipolar disorder, anxiety disorders, 
trauma and stress related disorders, dissociative 
disorders, somatic related disorders, and eating 
disorders. This can only be expected when 
something so agonizing happens in one's life. 
Some people die from a broken heart because 
their parent or parents are no longer among the 
living. Some take their own life because of stress 
and pressure. People often make themselves 
outcasts to cope with the pain they feel. They 
will blame each and every person in their 
lives, hoping to get some kind of answer. 
Some will blame themselves for what 
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happened, even if their parent’s death had 
nothing to do with outside factors.  

 Most of these disorders are defensive 
coping mechanisms. This means that the 
disorder is their way of coping without involving 
others. Personally, the stress from the trauma 
made me question my religion and from what I 
was told, that was relatively normal. The person I 
blamed for my father’s death was God. Then I 
took the blame that I had bestowed on God and 
put it on myself. If only I had been there maybe 
he would still be alive today. I do not know what I 
could have done that I had not already 
attempted, but I would have done anything to 
keep him here. In no way is this healthy. Putting 
blame on yourself for someone’s death, 
especially if you had nothing to do with their 
passing, is what leads some people to commit 
suicide.  

 Not all people are blessed or lucky 
enough to have both parents survive until their 
adult years. According to Dr. Elizabeth Weller, 
the director of Ohio State University Hospitals 
who contributed to the studies of facts and 
statistics of grief, “1.2 million children will lose a 
parent to death before age 15” (Weller). Losing a 
parent at a young age can mean different things 
for every one of those children. It may have 
similar effects, but some may be greater than 
others in some children. Some children 
experience difficulty sleeping, angry outbursts, 
nervous actions, irritability and mood swings, 
denial, or alcohol or drug abuse (Weller). 

 I, for example, suffered sleeping difficulty. 
On many occasions, I woke up in the middle of 
the night almost every hour or sometimes never 
went to sleep at all. Nothing worked to help me 
sleep. I would get up for the day exhausted and 
without energy because I was deprived of a 
decent night’s sleep. My mother often 
commented on my attitude. She said that I 
would often yell out of nowhere at my brother 
and sister for nothing. I was terribly irritable with 
them. If my brother sneezed, I would give him 
what my mother called a death stare. I did not 
deny that my father was dead but it was difficult 
not knowing how I would move on with my life. 

 Several doctors and psychologists have 
conducted studies to examine the psychological 
or health issues that develop after an 
adolescent experiences the death a parent. 
There have been several cases conducted. 
According to these studies, experiencing early 
parental death can contribute to long-term 
clinical depression. “Certain current provoking 
agents determine when an episode of 

depression takes place” (Rutter et al. 252). 
Provoking agents are events that make you 
recall significant loss. It may be a place, their 
favorite food, a song, a memory that the two of 
you shared, or even the simplest phrase. These 
components can make a person vulnerable and 
they open the doors to an episode of clinical 
depression.  

 My father passed away in his mother’s 
house which is located on the main street in my 
hometown. I often drive or ride pass it going 
through downtown. It reminds me of when I was 
last there, when I last saw my father alive. For a 
while, whenever I said “Goodnight, I love you,” I 
thought that it would be the last thing I’d ever 
hear from that person because it was the last 
words that I exchanged with my father. I can 
smell his scent every now and then as if my dad 
had walked right past me. These provoking 
agents automatically made me think of my dad. 
The thought of him used to bring me to tears. It’s 
gotten a lot easier since then.  

 Psychologists find that studying people 
who lost a parent at a young age can be of 
“substantial clinical, social, and research 
importance” (Dietrich 901). Dietrich studied 96 
men and women, ages 18-26, who went through 
the death of a parent at least a year before the 
study initially began. He came to the conclusion 
that there may be a relationship between the 
age of a child of their parent’s death and 
psychopathology. Some of the subjects 
developed schizophrenia, anxiety around 
people, and the tendency to withdraw from 
people. Schizophrenia is a disorder that affects a 
person's ability to think, feel, and behave clearly. 
Symptoms associated with schizophrenia alone 
can include hallucinations, delusions, 
disorganized speech, and disoriented thought 
processing. When you lose someone, some 
people tend to shut down and shut themselves 
out from the world and from others. I didn’t want 
to be around anyone when my father first died. I 
could not explain why but being around people 
made me nervous and somewhat withdrawn. I 
wanted to ignore people as much as I could 
because I did not want anyone’s sympathy. I did 
not want people hovering nearby, asking me the 
same question every single day. “Are you okay?” 
“How’ve you been?” “Do you need anything?” I 
wanted to be left alone. 

 Some psychologists use theories as a way 
to explain their initial findings. Marks and her 
fellow authors wrote an article entitled “Death of 
Parents and Adult Psychological and Physical 
Well-Being: A Prospective U.S. National Study” 
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and used different 
theories to study the 
impacts that the 
death of a parent can 
have. They used 
attachment theory 
and the gender 
theory as their basis. 
Their study focused 
on physical well-
being and 
psychological well-
being. The 
attachment theory 
explains the strong 
emotional and 
physical connection 
with a primary 
caregiver or 
caregivers. This 
theory helps explain 
why children and 
adults either react 
very torn up or 
nonchalantly about 
the death of a parent. 
The theory explains 
that the younger the 
child the is, the 
deeper the 
attachment to their 
parents. If that bond is 
broken due to death, 
the child will 
experience extreme 
pain and will exhibit 
signs of multiple 
symptoms of grief. 
The well-being of that 
child will decline. I 
was very close with 
my dad. I thought the 
world of him growing up. He was like my 
superhero. When he passed, it felt as if a piece 
of me left with him. This was the man who 
showed me unconditional love and support until 
the day that he no longer could. On top of that, I 
was his baby girl. Not that I was spoiled or 
anything like that, but I absolutely loved having 
his attention. We were inseparable. Well, at least 
I thought we were. When our bond was broken, I 
felt like my childhood had ended. 

 The gender theory explains the biological 
difference between males and females. 
Discovering the effects among each sex is 
significant because it gives psychologists room 

to explore whether men or women are more 
affected by the passing of a parent. Gender 
theorists believe that children are born to 
“identify with their same-gender parent and 
thereby create somewhat more distance from 
the opposite-gender parent” (Marks et al. 1613). 
In other words, when a boy’s father passes, he 
experiences more loss than his sister. The same 
goes for a girl when her mother passes. 
Research suggests that the mother-daughter 
relationship and the father-son relationship 
grows stronger with time. By the time a child 
reaches the adolescent stage, the connection is 
intense. Death not only puts a dampener on that 
bond, but it also damages the child. 
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 Marks and others explored more clinical 
responses to the death of a parent. In 1991, a 
clinical psychologists named Sharlach evaluated 
220 adults who went through bereavement. The 
following summarizes Sharlach’s result.: 

 His results suggested that bereaved adult 
children report a wide range of initial 
symptoms related to parent death, 
including difficulties sleeping and working 
and getting along with certain people; 
residual reactions included becoming 
upset when thinking about the parent, 
finding it painful to recall the parent’s 
memory, inability to avoid thinking about 
the parent, and crying when thinking about 
the parent. Sharlach did not find 
differences in initial or residual grief 
reactions to mothers in contrast to fathers. 
(Marks et al.)  

Growing up into adulthood with only one living 
biological parent can be difficult at times. Many 
adults who went through this often feel little to 
no satisfaction in life. Many adults feel as though 
they have no purpose or that their purpose was 
stripped from them, along with the life of their 
parent.  

 Some long-term effects of the death of a 
mother include premarital pregnancy among the 
daughters of the departed. Young women enter 
into early marriages and engage in premarital 
sex before the age of 20 (Rutter et al. 270). 
Losing a mother at an early age can also affect 
their social class. Women who lost their mothers 
at a young age have a strong dependency of 
their spouse. They yearn for the attention and 
intimacy of their husband. Dietrich concluded 
that the death of a parent at an early age has a 
greater effect on males, however, and the death 
of a parent at a later age has a greater effect on 
females (Dietrich 907). Dietrich’s findings 
influenced other psychologists to follow up on 
the assumption that the experience of early 
parental death relates to the emergence of 
schizophrenia. 

 Leopold and Lechner are two sociologists 
who studied how gender and age relate to the 
level of satisfaction in life after the death of a 
parent. They found that the loss of a mother is 
more traumatic than the loss of a father. Mothers 
are typically the primary caregivers of children. 
In the world today, mothers may be the only 
caregivers in the household. This makes the 
relationship between the mother and child way 
more intense and special. Gender does impact 
the bereavement of a child. To reiterate from a 
previous study, daughters are more likely to be 

more negatively affected by the death of their 
mother and sons are more likely to be more 
negatively affected by the death of their father. 

 Leopold and Lechner also drew their 
conclusions from results of other similar studies 
conducted by psychologists Bernice Neugarten 
and Elder, summarizing their results as saying 
that age impacts the bereavement of an 
individual as well because “timing of this 
transition is crucial in determining its 
consequences” (758). The younger a person 
experiencing the death of a parent, the more 
likely it is for that child to endure long-term 
decline in their well-being. The results of the 
study were that losing a parent early in life can 
result in significant drops in satisfaction in life, 
which can only be expected, especially if the 
mother if the primary caregiver to the child. My 
mother has always been my primary caregiver 
and the head of the household even with my 
father helping to raise me. They raised me in two 
different homes, but I spent the majority of my 
time at my mother’s home and spent my 
weekends and summers at my father’s home. I 
love both of my parents equally, and I miss my 
father terribly, but if something were to ever 
happen to my mother I do believe that I would 
be more devastated.  

 When you lose someone so near and dear 
to your heart, you may feel like a huge part of 
your life has been taken away as well. You may 
feel like your identity has been stripped away 
from your very soul. The decisions you make in 
life develop from who you identify yourself as 
and who identify yourself with. Schafer, a 
sociology professor at the University of Toronto, 
states that “A long tradition in social psychology 
suggests that identifying with a socially valued 
ideal is a self-enhancing strategy” (80). Schafer 
tested two hypotheses. The first hypothesis was 
the death of a parent during childhood is 
associated with an older subjective age in 
adulthood. The second hypothesis was the 
death of a parent during childhood is more 
consequential for subjective age than is parental 
death during adulthood. These hypotheses were 
tested to prove if the death of a parent 
influenced the social roles of an adult. They 
were both partially confirmed. Often times, 
adults who never properly dealt with the death 
of their parent become isolated or have trouble 
in the real world. Children feel as though they 
have to raise themselves once their ideal passes 
away. This is not effective because sometimes 
they are simply too young. They get confused in 
life and it shows. They have isolated jobs or 
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maybe no job at all. Some may not be able to 
keep a steady job. Once their ideal leaves them, 
so does their sense of who they really are or 
who they can become. Their adult life could 
amount to very little. This means that their future 
could be in jeopardy. They could resort to a life 
of crime or alcohol or drug abuse. There is no 
future in that. A parental figure is not only just a 
caregiver, but they give the child a template of 
who they can be. If you take that away and the 
child feels like they are forced to become self-
reliant, there is no telling where they might end 
up. This also goes back to the gender theory 
that Marks and her coauthors explained. If a 
daughter loses her mother, she has lost her 
template of who she should be as a woman. If a 
son loses his father, he has lost his template of 
who he would be as a man. Losing that model is 
detrimental to a child’s future. I would rather I 
did not lose either of my parents, but if my 
mother had died back then instead of my father, 
I could not honestly say where I would be right 
now. I cannot fathom the thought of not having 
my mother around to model for me the woman I 
should strive to be. My father could not have 
taught me how to act or dress like a lady. He 
could not have shown me how to carry myself or 
become an independent woman. I would have 
lost myself even more than I had already did.  

 There are so many things that children and 
adolescents go through when the death of a 
parent occurs. Many become lost in their own 
world and have no idea how to get back to 
reality. I was almost this lost and I can attest to 
the fact that it is not a good feeling. No one in 
their right mind should want to lose out on the 
countless opportunities this world has to offer. I 
know from my own experience, even at an age 
so young, that it is exhausting trying to peel 
yourself out of bed every morning when you 
may not have the energy to stand. It is difficult 
trying to understand how to pick up the pieces 
of a broken heart and move on without your 
father there to cheer you on. 

 I came this close to not recognizing the 
little girl I saw in the mirror. It is still hard to deal 
with today. Sometimes I look in the mirror and I 
see my father staring back at me. Sometimes I 
see my eleven-year old self again. I remember 
the pain and, yes, I want to cry. I am just trying 
my best every day not to dwell on it and 
become one of the statistics in another 
psychologists research like the ones I have 
mentioned.  

 For every young person who has lost a 
father, mother, or both, do not dwell in your 

sorrow too long. Don’t let your sorrow consume 
you. You may find that you will lose yourself, the 
people around you, and you could put your 
future at risk. No one should have to go through 
this, but death is a part of life. I am still coping to 
this very day and my father died almost nine 
years ago. It definitely isn’t something you forget 
or get over if your parents were a huge influence 
on you, but I remind myself of a quote by Terry 
Pratchett to help me get by. “Do you not know 
that a man is not dead while his name is still 
spoken?” ❖ 
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