
 

Why losing a parent when you're a young
adult is so hard
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Losing a parent is never easy. Although the grief of parentally bereaved
children and adolescents is widely recognized by charities and in media,
people in their twenties and thirties can be overlooked.

If you are in this cohort, you will have transitioned into adulthood, but
you may not have acquired the life skills maturity brings, and may still
feel very much like your parent's child. Research shows that many in this
age group experience emotional and behavioral issues after losing a
parent.

Grief is the price we pay for love. The closer our attachment to the
person we lose, the more intense our grief. As we get older, we gradually
accept that our parents will not be around forever. If they die young
when we are still young, it comes as a shock. Both men and women of
any age who remain single and living with either or both parents, often
display intense grief on becoming orphaned.

Part of growing up involves the parental bond weakening as attachment
is transferred to a romantic relationship. We know that the grief for a
lost spouse is generally worse than the death of a parent.

The move from home to university can involve losing friendships and
romantic relationships as you form new ones. All of this will be harder if
you know that back home, your parent is seriously ill or has suddenly
died.

Setting off for university, or work away from home, shortly after the
death of a parent, comes with its own struggles which requires creative
resilience to cope. For example, a young woman whose father died
shortly before she went to university managed her grief by writing letters
to him in a journal throughout her studies.
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https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/mar/26/losing-a-parent-is-never-easy-no-matter-your-age
https://www.winstonswish.org
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1462388918300693
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1462388918300693
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.5172/jfs.327.10.2.220
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/romantic+relationship/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203105115-15/prospective-risk-factors-complicated-grief-laurie-burke-robert-neimeyer
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/07481180126146?needAccess=true


 

Changing circumstances

The cost of living means that many young people live with their parents
into their twenties and thirties. Their bond will still be strong and the
family unit with mum and dad will be part of everyday life. Should one
of them die, certainties and assumptions about support networks and 
family life are shattered.

Learning to live without a parent can be easier if you have made the
break and have set up your own home with a partner and children to
love. Though this is not always the case—I have counseled many men
and women who have retained a close connection with their parents even
when they've lived independently from them.

Your gender, role in the family and cultural background may also affect
how you grieve the loss of a parent. I have also counseled newly
bereaved widows whose eldest sons tried to become the protector, even
at an early age. Be they child or adult, sons may postpone their grief until
they feel their mother is in a better place.

Unexpressed grief can lead to emotional or even physical complications.
I worked with a man in his mid-20s experiencing chronic symptoms
mirroring his father's fatal illness, despite tests which revealed no
pathology.

The expectations, rights and responsibilities conferred on the firstborn
child can lead to stresses and tensions within the family which
exacerbate grief in all its bereaved children. In Hindu society, the oldest
son is often chief mourner for each parent's funeral, and traditionally,
becomes the head of the household on his father's death.

Lost role models
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https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/edit/10.4324/9780203890240/loss-assumptive-world-jeffrey-kauffman?refId=8d137781-69ec-4139-a964-37023fa753f0&context=ubx
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/family+life/
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1992-97250-000
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/cultural+background/
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/19/12108
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4130561/
https://medium.com/@StevieMorris/understanding-hindu-funeral-customs-a-detailed-insight-50779afeaa6e


 

Sometimes the most trivial things can trigger grief. You're putting up
shelves, or cooking a new recipe, but there is nobody to phone home to
get advice when it goes pear-shaped. It's times like that when you want
your mum or dad.

Many young women find that the most difficult experience is when they
become pregnant. No parent to go with them to clinic appointments,
nobody to advise and support life with a new baby, nor the ongoing child-
rearing, no reassuring parent at the end of a phone. Many young mothers
who had previously coped with losing their own mother, first come to
bereavement counseling when they become mothers themselves.

Sometimes, the transition into adulthood and the weakening of
childhood bonds is accompanied by disagreements with parents, at
worst, leading to a rupture in the parent-child relationship. I have worked
with many adults whose grief has been complicated by guilt at not
patching up the relationship before it was too late.

Learning to cope

Each significant person in our life leaves a legacy. What did they teach
us about life—purposely or by example? Which of these lessons will we
take into our future? What would we do differently?

Photographs and family artifacts can help us form a continuing bond
with our parents. Talking with other family members about our 
ambivalent relationship may heal unresolved wounds.

Whatever your age, remember that grief is an intensely personal
experience, and no two people grieve the same.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+women/
https://uk.jkp.com/products/talking-with-bereaved-people
https://www.routledge.com/Continuing-Bonds-New-Understandings-of-Grief/Klass-Silverman-Nickman/p/book/9781560323396
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Plain-Guide-Grief-John-Wilson/dp/1800491379/ref=asc_df_1800491379/?tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=500806356660&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=12302555471950709562&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9046811&hvtargid=pla-1242697665022&psc=1&mcid=6111412d19be306bab210e3af70b36ff&th=1&psc=1
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/grief/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

 

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Why losing a parent when you're a young adult is so hard (2024, April 5) retrieved 2
May 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-04-parent-youre-young-adult-hard.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/why-losing-a-parent-when-youre-a-young-adult-is-so-hard-226772
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2024-04-parent-youre-young-adult-hard.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

