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Abstract
Meaning-making is a crucial coping strategy for parents following a traumatic loss of
their child and has been associated with better adjustment for parents dealing with
such losses. However, meaning-making is often underexplored. The present study
investigates the use of meaning-making coping among parents who experienced the
traumatic death of a child. The study involved 117 participants (n= 108 female, n=
5 male, and n= 4 who did not disclose their gender). Overall, 117 parents responded
to open-ended questions using the LimeSurvey tool and 17 parents participated in
telephone interviews. Through a thematic analysis of the collected data, five key
themes emerged: religion as a source of personal strength and support, tragic opti-
mism, finding meaning through supporting others and the meaning of the parent-
child bond. This study holds significant importance in advancing our understanding
of parental grief in the context of traumatic loss. The findings emphasize the critical
need to provide support for parents and assist them in the process of meaning-mak-
ing, which can play a pivotal role in reducing the risk of negative consequences that
often follow the traumatic death of a child.
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Introduction
The death of a child can cause severe and long-lasting grief in parents (Hussin et al.,
2018). Bereaved parents often experience an interplay between trauma and grief
(Raphael, 2006). The effects of their loss can be more intense in parents who have
lost their child due to traumatic deaths such as suicide, homicide, violence, or acciden-
tal death which can increase the risk of post-traumatic stress reactions and a higher risk
of suicide in parents (Murphy, 1997). The grief of the traumatic loss is also severe due
to the nature of deaths that are unexpected, sudden, preventable, and occur due to
intentional harm and mutilation (Stamm, 1999).

The fundamental beliefs of parents about themselves and the larger world are shat-
tered after the traumatic loss of their child, and parents question the reasons for the trau-
matic loss. Parents who have experienced traumatic loss evaluate or assign a specific
meaning to their experiences by determining the degree of threat and control they expe-
rience, attributing cause, and determining the significance of the loss (Park, 2010).
Parents’ responses to their loss are determined by the evaluated meaning they give to
the loss, and according to Brown et al. (2019), traumatic events typically have long-
lasting detrimental repercussions on survivors and their futures, which are seen as
unjust, unpredictable, and uncontrollable. The disjunction between the appraised
meaning and their global meaning creates distress that requires meaning-making
efforts. These efforts may also involve generating meaning, and people employ a
wide range of additional active and passive coping mechanisms to reduce their pain
(Park et al., 2021). Meaning-focused coping is also known as appraisal-based coping
because it involves using one’s values (such as “mattering”), beliefs (such as religious
or spiritual), and existential objectives (such as one’s purpose in life) to preserve coping
and mental health while going through a difficult situation. A key factor in adaptive
adjustment is the ability to frame unfavorable situations in a positive light, and
meaning-making coping enables parents to do precisely that.

Meaning-making coping is found to be an important factor that determines a pos-
itive grief experience in bereaved individuals who have lost their loved ones to suicide
(Dransart, 2013). Bereaved individuals who can find meaning after their loss can live
with a deeper and more coherent understanding of the event. The capacity to find
meaning after loss is associated with positive changes in one’s identity in the aftermath
of adversity, experienced as posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).
However, making sense of the traumatic loss can be very challenging for parents,
and a failure to find meaning in their loss results in a risk of poor adjustment
(Lehman et al., 1987) and complicated grief (Holland et al., 2006).

To date, research on meaning-making coping after the death of a child has been
limited (Ahmadi & Zandi, 2021; Lichtenthal et al., 2010; Pelacho-Rios & Bernabe-
Valero, 2022), and consequently, there is a limited understanding of meaning-making
coping, specifically in the context of traumatic loss. Most of the existing literature has
focused on parents after the death of a child due to illness (e.g., Barrera et al., 2009;
Uren & Wastell, 2002; Wu et al., 2008; Wheeler, 2001). Acknowledging the
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distinctive challenges encountered by bereaved parents following the traumatic death
of a child (Cerel et al., 2008), a generalized application of the understanding of
meaning-making across all modes of death may yield inaccurate conclusions.
Existing frameworks addressing loss and trauma may inadequately encompass the
unique implications of grief after a traumatic death (Green, 2005). For example,
suicide introduces challenges in coping and meaning-making that may not align
with linear stage theories of grief (Begley & Quayle, 2007). Furthermore, while the
literature on meaning-making has predominantly employed quantitative methods to
quantify the experiences of bereaved individuals, such approaches may not fully
capture the thematic content intricately associated with the grieving process (Jordan,
2001). Consequently, a nuanced approach is imperative to accommodate the diverse
experiences of bereaved parents.

Studying meaning-making coping in parents after a traumatic loss is vital to
enhance their efforts to cope with the psychological consequences and other impacts
of traumatic loss. Meaning-making is one of the coping strategies that can be employed
by parents to psychologically cope with traumatic loss and can help people who face
challenging circumstances find meaning and overcome the negative consequences of
their circumstances (Pakenham & Rinaldis, 2001). Hence, the objective of this quali-
tative study is to explore the meaning-making among parents following the traumatic
death of their child. This research holds significance in providing support to parents
who have undergone the traumatic loss of a child.

Methods

Research Design
A descriptive qualitative design was utilized to describe details of a phenomenon from
those with experience in the phenomenon (Bradshaw et al., 2017). This qualitative
descriptive study explores the experience of parents in meaning-making following
the traumatic death of a child.

Participants
Participants for this study were identified through a purposive sampling of those who
have experienced the traumatic death of a child. Traumatic deaths are defined as deaths
that are unexpected, sudden, preventable, and occur due to intentional harm and muti-
lation (Stamm, 1999). This study extends this definition to include deaths caused by
medical negligence, substance abuse-related deaths, various types of accidents, and
unexpected and sudden deaths as traumatic deaths. There were no restrictions on the
age of the deceased child or the number of years after the loss. The list of demographic
characteristics of the participants from the LimeSurvey Questionnaire is presented in
Table 1. The list of demographic characteristics of the participants from the interview
is presented in Table 2.
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Table 1. List of Demographic Characteristics of the Participants from the LimeSurvey
Questionnaire.

Theme n (117) %

Gender (n= 117)
Female 108 92.3
Male 5 4.3
Do not want to disclose 4 3.4

Age in years (n= 117)
< 40 11 9.4
40–49 29 24.8
50–59 53 45.3
≥ 60 21 17.9
Do not want to disclose 3 2.6

Marital status (n= 117)
Married 73 62.4
In a relationship 19 16.2
Not in a relationship 25 21.4

Place of residence in Finland (n= 117)
Southern 45 38.5
Western 36 30.8
Eastern 18 15.4
Northern 18 15.4

Educational background (n= 117)
Elementary / High School 51 45.6
Upper secondary vocational qualification 10 8.5
University of Applied Sciences degree 25 21.4
Academic degree 31 26.5

Employment status (n= 117)
Employed 81 69.2
Unemployed 17 14.5
Other 19 16.2

Member of a religious community (n= 117)
Yes 48 41.0
No 69 59.0

Perceived health status (n= 117)
Good 34 29.0
Satisfactory 43 36.8
Bad 35 29.9
Do not want to be disclosed 5 4.3

Number of surviving children (n= 117)
0 10 5.5
1–2 71 60.7

(continued)
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Procedure
The study’s online advertisement was disseminated through the websites of Finnish
bereavement organizations, member mailing lists, and closed discussion groups. The
online advertisement included information regarding the objectives and purposes of the
study, contact information, and a link to access the electronic questionnaire using the
LimeSurvey tool. A cover letter was also distributed along with the survey to participants.
Participants who met the inclusion criteria for this study were invited to participate.

The LimeSurvey tool was utilized to create an electronic questionnaire, which is
accessible in both Finnish and English languages. In the electronic questionnaire,
questions are asked regarding demographic background variables such as age,
gender, cause of death, duration since loss, number of surviving children, perceived

Table 1. (continued)

Theme n (117) %

≥ 3 36 30.8
Cause of death of a child (n= 117)

Drowned 7 6.0
Homicide 7 6.0
Malpractice 3 2.6
Other types of Accidents such as accidents while horse riding, in
construction areas, in baby cots, etc.

17 14.5

Substances abuse 3 2.6
Suicide 38 32.5
Sudden and unknown 5 4.3
Vehicle accident 40 34.2

Time elapsed since the death of the child (in years) (n= 117)
< 1 20 17.1
1–5 63 53.8
≥ 6 34 29.1

Table 2. List of Demographic Characteristics of the Participants from the Interview.

Theme Categories Number (N= 17)

Gender Female 15
Male 2

Cause of death of a child Suicide 7
Accident 5
Homicide 1
Medical malpractice 2
Sudden 2
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health status, and consent. Additionally, there are open-ended questions concerning
how parents make sense of their loss, their current life, and their understanding of
loss and adaptation to it.

Upon completing the electronic questionnaire, participants were given the choice to
indicate their interest in a telephone interview. Those who expressed interest and
agreed to participate in the telephone interview provided their contact information.
Subsequently, researchers initiated contact with participants, either through email or
text messages, to coordinate a suitable interview time.

The telephone interviews consisted of the same set of open-ended questions as the
electronic questionnaire. The purpose of these interviews was to allow participants to
expand upon their responses from the electronic questionnaire, which they had com-
pleted before the interview. The telephone interviews were recorded after obtaining
consent from the participants. The interviews were conducted in Finnish. Upon con-
cluding the interview, the interviewer switched off the recording device and
engaged in an informal conversation with the parents. During these discussions, the
interviewer inquired about the participants’ well-being and their reflections on the
interview experience. Furthermore, the interviewer provided supportive guidance to
the parents, should they require it, and encouraged them to promptly reach out if
they felt any need for assistance. The interviews lasted from 45 min to 1.5 h.

As a result, 117 participants submitted their answers via electronic questionnaires,
and 17 participated in telephone interviews. Materials were collected between
November 2022 and March 2023.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness is important to guarantee the credibility of qualitative research (Morrow,
2005). There are four general types of trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility
(accuracy of findings), transferability, dependability (consistency of findings), and confi-
rmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To increase the credibility of the findings, two data
sources were used in this study – participants’ responses through the online questionnaire,
and data received through recorded telephone interviews. The researcher explained the ratio-
nale of the study and shared stories about self-experience to promote a comfortable and trust-
ful relationship between the participants and the researcher. The data collection was planned
and implemented according to the established research objectives and following a pre-
determined interview guideline to ensure consistency. Dependability was achieved
through a detailed description of the research procedure, process, and analysis to establish
inter-subjectivity. Finally, to establish confirmability, discussions and reflection with the
other researchers who had read all the interviews (NAMH & ALA) were conducted.

Ethical Approval
This study received approval from the Tampere University ethics committee (76/
2022). Prior to participating in the study, all participants were thoroughly informed
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about its purpose and were required to provide their consent both online and verbally.
This consent process was completed before they proceeded to answer the online ques-
tionnaire and participate in interviews. All participants were granted their consent
before becoming part of the study. It is important to note that the study was conducted
anonymously and in strict confidentiality. Demographic data will be securely stored on
an encrypted platform, LimeSurvey. Furthermore, all collected data will be promptly
and securely destroyed upon the conclusion of this study.

Data Analysis
The interviews were transcribed verbatim and translated into English by a professional
translator from Finnish to English. Similarly, participants’ written responses in
LimeSurvey were also translated into English by a professional translator from
Finnish. According to Braun and Clarke (2012), thematic analysis involves a
six-step process. These steps include familiarization, coding, generating themes
from the codes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and writing up.
Both researchers were involved in the data analysis process. ATLAS ti. computer-
based analysis was used during the data analysis process. The analysis involved mul-
tiple readings of the transcripts to achieve familiarity with the data. The meaningful
units were identified, categorized, and labeled as codes. The codes were sorted into
groups that shared similar content. Codes and groups were constantly compared and
cross-referenced among transcripts. The interpretations of the data were regularly dis-
cussed by both researchers.

Results
The themes that emerged from the data analysis were religion as a source of personal
strength and support, tragic optimism, finding meaning through supporting others and
the meaning of the parent-child bond.

Religion as a Source of Strength and Support
Faith is one of the prevalent themes that is important to parents as they find meaning
and make sense of their loss. Parents also stated that although there were uncertainties
about the reason for their traumatic losses, the Wisdom of God helped them to find
meaning. The belief in God is attributed to a coping mechanism for parents by believ-
ing that the deceased is now in heaven. One 32-year-old mother who experienced the
death of her child due to an accident commented,

I think that God is almighty and for some reason, our child’s life was meant to be so short.
I cannot understand the reason, but God knows. It is comforting that you can believe that
the child is all right in heaven.
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For many parents, faith and religious activities play an important factor for parents
struggling to cope with their loss. Although death is described as definite and final, per-
forming religious activities is vital for parents. The same mother added:

Death haunted me because it was so final. What will happen after that, my thoughts are
still conflicted because I don’t know what will happen. However, my faith is strong, I pray
daily and often several times.

Although parents may find it difficult to make sense of their loss, religious activities
such as prayer help parents to find strength and support following the traumatic
death of their child. A 59-year-old mother who experienced the death of her child
due to suicide said:

I yelled at God because he didn’t stop my son’s act. At the same time, however, I looked to
Him for strength help, and support. The congregation had a prayer circle where we
prayed.

Tragic Optimism
Although the death of the child is a traumatic experience for parents, being optimistic is
also possible. Despite longing for the deceased, parents shared their frequent thoughts
of the deceased child. Being aware of their loss is described as one way for parents to
make sense of the loss, and some described it as a strength for coping with the loss. A
51-year-old mother who experienced the death of her child due to a fall said:

I’m still going through grief work, and the hardest part is hearing how other people’s
children go on exchange visits or study because I wonder what my child would do or
would be like now. Sometimes I watch schoolchildren climb on stage and sing with a
bold smile, while simultaneously swallowing tears because I think about how my child
would perform at school, for example, and others don’t know what I’m going through
in my mind. I have experienced being different and an outsider, which I now see as a
strength.

Likewise, parents are conscious of their losses and continue to recall the happy
moments in their lives rather than focus on the negative ones. Some parents defined
the ability to stay focused as the “Power of Positive Thinking” that is vital for them
to cope with their losses. A 45-year-old mother who lost her child due to an accident
recalled:

The importance of the well-being of one’s own children is great. Understanding the
Power of Positive Thinking. The importance of experiencing moments of happiness.
Recognizing and strengthening your own strength.
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In addition, the ability to be optimistic following the traumatic death of a child is
described as a mechanism of coping which some saw as a strength for them to cope
with the loss. A 57-year-old father who lost his 27-year-old son due to suicide
mentioned:

That [optimism], yes, I have gained strength of my own through that…Or strength is not
strength at all, but it has been a means of survival. I try to convince my spouse to be opti-
mistic but he does not want to. Therefore, I cannot force him.

Parents also cope with their loss by focusing on positivity, and life soon gets easier. A
mother who lost her 23-year-old daughter to suicide said:

I think positively in general. I always see good things, no matter how bad it is. I know that
life gets easier and I kind of get to live.

Consequently, although for some parents, the trauma after loss is not easy to cope with,
turning oneself into an emotionally strong individual can help parents cope with their
loss. A mother who lost her child due to malpractice 16 years ago recalled:

I can’t handle my child’s death without trauma, and I don’t know how I’ve coped with this
trauma. You have to have a strong emotional character to be able to go through this kind
of process.

Finding Meaning Through Supporting Others
Following a child’s traumatic death, parents perceive that supporting other people
(professionally and unprofessionally) helps them to cope with their loss. Focusing
on finding meaningful activities leads parents to be more open to helping others. A
51-year-old mother who experienced the death of her child due to an accident shared:

Since this has happened, I want it [the event] to become more meaningful. I think we need
to take advantage of this by supporting others, participating in research, and training
professional helpers.

Consequently, helping others with their struggles is also defined by parents as finding
meaning in life. Rather than focusing on their own grief, helping other people is an
adaptive coping mechanism that prevents parents from suffering negative post-loss
consequences. A 64-year-old mother who lost her child due to malpractice said:

I seek meaning in my life by helping others, I volunteer by helping and supporting young
people, and I am a personal assistant for the visually impaired. When my child died, I
realized that I had two options: to let grief completely take over my life and isolate
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myself from society, or to continue working and seek things in my life that bring meaning
to it. I chose the latter option.

Parents also found opportunities to help others through professional grief organiza-
tions. The ability to support other people to cope with their grief helps parents to
gain spiritual growth every day. A 62-year-old mother who experienced the death
of her child due to homicide also recalled:

I have survived the worst and I work as a peer supporter in Huoma (a grief support orga-
nization for homicide). I am the second leader in Huoma’s peer support group in my own
town and I am an experienced expert. Now it’s my turn to support those who need help, I
always get something to take with me into everyday life.

In addition, instilling hope is also an important coping mechanism that parents share
with other bereaved parents. A 71-year-old mother who lost her child due to an acci-
dent said that she:

Helps others who have lost their child due to medical malpractice. Gives hope to those
who have lost their first child.

The Meaning of the Parent-Child Bond
Parents’ experiences of being mothers provide them with a unique understanding of
the life and death of their child. The ability to give birth and have their own kids
helps parents to make sense of the traumatic death from their own perspectives. A
mother who lost her 25-year-old son to suicide recalled:

I’ve realized that I can give birth. I can be a mother. I can have a baby.

For many parents, the parent-child relationship gives them ultimate meaning. The death
of the child is not the end of the parent-child relationship, and the relationship remains
in spiritual ways. A 63-year-old mother who lost her child due to suicide shared:

The most important thing for me was the child and being a mother. In a way, the bottom
fell out of everything and I’m rebuilding the meaning. My [remaining] daughter has
always been really important and still is. But one of my children is missing.

Parents acknowledged changes in their roles as parents after their traumatic loss.
Parents described themselves as a new person that always keeps the memory of
their child alive. Parents reported the deceased child as being a part of themselves
that cannot be separated. Therefore, the loss and grief are also a part of themselves.
A 32-year-old mother who lost her child due to an accident also recalled:
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Visiting the grave has now been about twice a week. I am no longer the same person I was
before my child died. I collect the shards and they go in a different order than before. I
don’t even want to become the same person. I want my child to live in me, and I can freely
miss, cry, talk, be silent, and yearn.

Likewise, parents acknowledge the deceased child as still being a part of the family.
Although the deceased child is not physically present, in spiritual ways, the parent–
child relationship remains. Moreover, parents also make sense of the loss by acknowl-
edging it as part of their life journey. A mother who lost her 20-year-old son because of
suicide mentioned:

He is still a natural part of our family, but not present – and no, we live as a changed
family, but we all live our own lives, and I would say a pretty good life. This is just
one part of our lives.

Although parents experience various challenges, coping with the death of their child
remains an important event in their lives. The relationship with the deceased child
remains as meaningful memory for the parents. The fact that parents have been
capable of having their own children helps parents cope with their sadness after the
loss. A 49-year-old mother who lost her child due to suicide shared:

The credibility of losing a child is still sometimes unreal. I think the first year has gone by
in shock, the second year more in sadness, and by the third already starting to accept the
loss, and in its place come memories, as well as longing and deep longing. There were
also small feelings of happiness that I got to own a child even for a moment. All the
world’s emotional scales come and go every year… always with a slightly different
weight.

Discussion
This study aims to explore the use of meaning-making coping among parents who
have experienced the traumatic death of their child. Meaning-making is the process
of trying to make an occurrence correspond to one’s overall beliefs and objectives,
either by altering those goals or beliefs or by altering one’s view of the circumstance
(George & Park, 2022).

With the traumatic death of a child, parents are faced with various biopsychosocial
problems (Denhup, 2017; Hussin et al., 2018; Murphy, 1997; Murphy & Johnson,
2003). It is plausible to state that the complexities of navigating the grief following
a traumatic death of a child would predispose parents to extraordinary stress.
Religion offers a way for parents to be more resilient after their traumatic loss by
believing in reuniting in the afterlife. In the current study, religion can be seen to
help parents cope with their traumatic loss in two ways. The first is by understanding
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that only God knows the reason for their loss. Such religious meaning-making seemed
to stem from parents’ strong beliefs in God, and that God was said to be in control over
everything, thereby taking some of the burden off the parents’ shoulders and allowing
them to hope for a reunion with their deceased child. Secondly, as reported in previous
literature, performing religious activities such as prayer mitigated the impact of mental
health challenges on parents through sharing their feelings, experiences, and burdens
with God (Easterling et al., 2000). Therefore, meaning-making through religious
coping helps parents cope with loss in more meaningful ways (Higgins, 2002;
Hussin et al., 2018) by providing parents with another perspective through which to
maintain a positive relationship with the deceased child in spiritual ways.

Moreover, parents also reported utilizing tragic optimism to make sense of and cope
with their traumatic loss. Tragic optimism asserts that despite loss, sadness and suffer-
ing, there is still hope and meaning to be found in life (Frankl, 1985). After the trau-
matic loss, parents still can be optimistic about their future. This way of coping allows
parents to make sense of the loss by seeing it as an opportunity to recognize their
strength in dealing with the traumatic loss. Parents refer to the ability to make sense
of loss by maintaining their optimism, which they also refer to as the “Power of
Positive Thinking”. For parents, tragic optimism allows them to balance their loss,
their current situation, and their future. Rather than focusing on the negative
impacts of their loss, being optimistic allows parents to make sense of their loss by
feeling gratitude for the happiness that they have gained through being with the
deceased child and for the parents of this current study, this also enabled them to
feel more comfortable with moving on with their lives. As discussed in the literature,
optimism avoids helplessness explanatory models and permits one to engage in and
maintain healthy habits since it is believed that we can change our circumstances,
which is seen as proof that optimism promotes better health outcomes (Baumeister,
1991). Nevertheless, additional research should be undertaken in the future to compre-
hend tragic optimism better. This entails conducting further investigations into the
factors and sources contributing to tragic optimism.

Helping other people was another novel strategy found to have been used by parents
in the current study. Being optimistic allows parents to gain more social support and
engage in more social interactions instead of retreating and isolating themselves
(Baumeister, 1991). While coping with their traumatic losses, parents may find them-
selves confronted with fundamental questions about the meaning of life (Moura et al.,
2020). Helping other people, such as those with disabilities or those experiencing the
same grief can help parents to see life in more meaningful ways. As discussed by most
of the parents in the current study, achieving a meaningful life is the foundation for
coping with their traumatic loss. A study on volunteerism (Wilson et al., 2005)
reported that volunteering can promote positivity and enhance well-being, as well as
improve volunteers’ sense of self-worth. Similar to the parents in the current study,
giving hope to other people is also seen as a way for parents to gain spiritual
growth after their traumatic loss. The parents purposefully contribute to a greater
cause outside of themselves through self-transcendence in serving a higher purpose,
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which on one hand shifts the emphasis from their painful experience to helpful deeds,
and on the other allows for discoveries and developments of personal meaning and
strengths.

Furthermore, this current study also highlighted another aspect of meaning-making
coping that is vital to parents, which is the continuing bond between them and their
deceased child. Parents make sense of their loss as a part of their lives. Therefore,
the parent-child relationship is seen as a sacred relationship that will not end with
death. Parents reported to appreciate the moment when they became parents, and
this response is very common to mothers, especially when they are the ones who go
through the phases of pregnancy, childbearing, and loss. Rather than seeing the loss
as a separate experience in their lives, parents perceived the death of their child as a
continuation of their lives. Therefore, parents reported that in this way, they are free
to show their grief. This is consistent with literature on parental grief following
suicide that denotes that grief cannot be separated from the parent-child relationship
since grieving after the death of a child is a part of parents’ love for their child
(Oka, 2013). Thus, as a part of their ongoing love for the deceased child, parents estab-
lish a new way of maintaining a parent-child relationship with their deceased child. As
a result, continuing bonds were found to be an effective coping mechanism through
which to reduce the stress of bereavement (Attig, 2000).

Limitations of the Study
The calls for participation in this study were posted on peer-support websites in
Finland. Consequently, parents who did not have access to these websites may have
been unable to participate in the study. However, utilizing an online platform to adver-
tise the study allowed for broader participation among interested parents, regardless of
their geographical location. Furthermore, this study utilized the LimeSurvey platform
as a data collection tool, so parents without access to the internet may have faced chal-
lenges in participating. To address this limitation, telephone interviews were con-
ducted with interested parents which helped to reduce the potential for exclusion
and ensure a more inclusive participation process.

Future studies should expand their scope to consider parents coping with different
types of loss, not just traumatic death. This should include an assessment of the support
systems that influence parents’ ability to find meaning after the death of their child.
Broadening this research can help gain a deeper understanding of the dynamics of
meaning-making coping. The findings can then be used to enhance existing support
systems, improving parents’ capacity for meaning-making and overall coping ability.

Clinical Implications
Professionals working with bereaved individuals should acknowledge the importance
of meaning-making coping strategies in the grieving process. Appropriate interven-
tions are crucial to support these individuals throughout their journey. Interventions
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should consider the bereaved individual’s social and cultural context. For instance, in
societies that value helping others, such activities can empower their meaning-making
coping strategies. Therefore, integrating helping activities into grief intervention can
empower bereaved individuals to effectively cope with their grief.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the concept of meaning-making is central to understanding how parents
cope with the traumatic loss of a child. Through religious meaning, tragic optimism,
the act of supporting others, and the enduring significance of the parent-child bond,
these parents find ways to make sense of their loss, navigate their grief, and ultimately
find meaning and purpose in the aftermath of profound tragedy. Their experiences
serve as a testament to the human capacity for resilience, and also the ability to find
light even in the darkest of moments. Building on this research, future multidisciplin-
ary studies are recommended to gain a comprehensive understanding of coping strat-
egies in parents after a traumatic loss.

Acknowledgment
We would like to thank the European Union for supporting this project with the title Fostering
Participation in Action Research to Develop an Online Bereavement Support Application to
Support Bereaved Parents after the Traumatic Death of Their Child. We also would like to
thank the bereaved parents who participated in this study.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article

Ethical Considerations
This study received approval from the Tampere University ethics committee (76/2022).

Funding
Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the
author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European
Research Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be
held responsible for them.

ORCID iD
Nur Atikah Mohamed Hussin https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9015-8626

14 Illness, Crisis & Loss 0(0)

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9015-8626
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9015-8626


References
Ahmadi, F., & Zandi, S. (2021). Meaning-making coping methods among bereaved parents: A

pilot survey study in Sweden. Behavioral Sciences, 11(10), 131. https://doi.org/10.3390/
bs11100131

Attig, T. (2000). The heart of grief. Oxford.
Barrera, M., O’Connor, K., D’Agostino, N. M., Spencer, L., Nicholas, D., Jovcevska, V., et al.

(2009). Early parental adjustment and bereavement after childhood cancer death. Death
Studies, 33(6), 497–520. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180902961153

Baumeister, R. F. (1991). Meanings of Life. Guilford press.
Begley, M., & Quayle, E. (2007). The lived experience of adults bereaved by suicide: A phe-

nomenological study. Crisis, 28(1), 26–34. https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-5910.28.1.26
Bradshaw, C., Atkinson, S., & Doody, O. (2017). Employing a qualitative description approach in

health care research.Global Qualitative Nursing Research, 24(4), 2333393617742282. https://
doi.org/10.1177/2333393617742282

Brown, L. A., Belli, G. M., Asnaani, A., & Foa, E. B. (2019). A review of the role of negative
cognitions about oneself, others, and the world in the treatment of PTSD. Cognitive Therapy
and Research, 43, 143–173. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-018-9938-1

Cerel, J., Padgett, J. H., Conwell, Y., & Reed, G. A. (2008). A call for research: The need to
better understand the impact of support groups for suicide survivors. Suicide &
Life-Threatening Behavior, 39(3), 269–281. https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.2009.39.3.269

Denhup, C. Y. (2017). A new state of being: The lived experience of parental bereavement.
OMEGA-Journal of Death and Dying, 74(3), 345–360. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0030222815598455

Dransart, D. A. C. (2013). From sense-making to meaning-making: Understanding and support-
ing survivors of suicide. The British Journal of Social Work, 43(2), 317–335. http://
www.jstor.org/stable/23724576 https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bct026

Easterling, L. W., Sewell, L. S., Gamino, K. W., & Sterman, L. S. (2000). Spiritual experience,
church attendance, and bereavement. Journal of Pastoral Care, 54(3), 263–275. https://doi.
org/10.1177/002234090005400304

Frankl, V. (1985). Man’s Search For Meaning: Revised And Updated. Washington Square.
George, L. S., & Park, C. L. (2022). Do violations of global beliefs and goals drive distress and

meaning-making following life stressors? Illness, Crisis & Loss, 30(3), 378–395. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1054137320958344

Green, B. L. (2005). Traumatic loss: Conceptual and empirical links between trauma and
bereavement. Journal of Personal and Interpersonal Loss, 5, 1–17. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10811440008407845

Higgins, M. P. (2002). Parental bereavement and religious factors. OMEGA - Journal of Death
and Dying, 45(2), 187–207. https://doi.org/10.2190/RAUT-E0RX-TLE5-AU8Y

Holland, J. M., Currier, J. M., & Neimeyer, R. A. (2006). Meaning reconstruction in the first two
years of bereavement: The role of sense-making and benefit-finding. Omega: Journal of
Death and Dying, 53(3), 175–191. https://doi.org/10.2190/FKM2-YJTY-F9VV-9XWY

Hussin, N. A. M., Joan Guàrdia-Olmos, J., & Anna Aho, A. L. (2018). The use of religion in
coping with grief among bereaved malay muslim parents. Mental Health, Religion &
Culture, 21(4), 395–407. https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2018.1500531

Jordan, J. R. (2001). Is suicide bereavement different? A reassessment of the literature. Suicide
& Life-Threatening Behavior, 31(1), 91–102. https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.31.1.91.21310

Mohamed Hussin and Aho 15

https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180902961153
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180902961153
https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-5910.28.1.26
https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-5910.28.1.26
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-018-9938-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-018-9938-1
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.2009.39.3.269
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.2009.39.3.269
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030222815598455
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030222815598455
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030222815598455
https://doi.org/10.1177/002234090005400304
https://doi.org/10.1177/002234090005400304
https://doi.org/10.1177/002234090005400304
https://doi.org/10.1177/1054137320958344
https://doi.org/10.1177/1054137320958344
https://doi.org/10.1177/1054137320958344
https://doi.org/10.1080/10811440008407845
https://doi.org/10.1080/10811440008407845
https://doi.org/10.1080/10811440008407845
https://doi.org/10.2190/RAUT-E0RX-TLE5-AU8Y
https://doi.org/10.2190/RAUT-E0RX-TLE5-AU8Y
https://doi.org/10.2190/FKM2-YJTY-F9VV-9XWY
https://doi.org/10.2190/FKM2-YJTY-F9VV-9XWY
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2018.1500531
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2018.1500531
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.31.1.91.21310
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.31.1.91.21310


Lehman, D. R., Wortman, C. B., &Williams, A. F. (1987). Long-term effects of losing a spouse or
child in a motor vehicle crash. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(1), 218–231.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.1.218

Lichtenthal, W. G., Currier, J. M., Neimeyer, R. A., & Keesee, N. J. (2010). Sense and signifi-
cance: A mixed methods examination of meaning-making after the loss of one’s child.
Journal of Clinical Psychology, 66(7), 791–812. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20700

Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage.
Morrow, S. L. (2005). Quality and trustworthiness in qualitative research in counseling psychol-

ogy. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 52(2), 250–260. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
0167.52.2.250

Moura, H. C. G. B., Menezes, T. M. O., Freitas, R. A., Moreira, F. A., Pires, I. B., Nunes,
A. M. P. B., & Sales, M. G. S. (2020). Faith and spirituality in the meaning of life of the
elderly with chronic kidney disease. Revista Brasileira de Enfermagem, 73(Suppl 3),
e20190323. https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7167-2019-0323

Murphy, S. A. (1997). A bereavement intervention for parents following the sudden, violent
deaths of their 12–28-year-old children: Descriptions and applications to clinical practice.
Canadian Journal of Nursing Practice, 29(4), 51–72. PMID: 9697435.

Murphy, S. A., & Johnson, L. C. (2003). Finding meaning in a child’s violent death: A five-year
prospective analysis of parents’ personal narratives and empirical data. Death Studies, 27(5),
381–404. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180302879

Oka, T. (2013). Grief Is Love: Understanding Grief Through Self-Help Groups Organized By
The Family Survivors Of Suicide. In Making Sense Of Sufferings. Brill..

Pakenham, K. I., & Rinaldis, M. (2001). The role of illness, resources, appraisal, and coping
strategies in adjustment to HIV/AIDS: The direct and buffering effects. Journal of
Behavioral Medicine, 24(3), 259–279. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010718823753

Park, C. L. (2010). Making sense of the meaning literature: An integrative review of meaning-
making and its effects on adjustment to stressful life events. Psychological Bulletin, 136(2),
257–301. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018301

Park, C. L., Finkelstein-Fox, L., Russell, B. S., Fendrich, M., Hutchison, M., & Becker, J.
(2021). Psychological resilience early in the COVID-19 pandemic: stressors, resources,
and coping strategies in a national sample of Americans. American Psychologist, 76, 715–
728. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000813

Pelacho-Rios, L., & Bernabe-Valero, G. (2022). The loss of a child, bereavement and the search
for meaning: A systematic review of the most recent parental interventions. Current
Psychology, 8, 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03703-w

Raphael, B. (2006). Grieving the death of a child. BMJ, 332(7542), 620–621. https://doi.org/10.
1136/bmj.332.7542.620

Stamm, B. H. (1999). Conceptualizing death as trauma: A preliminary endeavor. In C. R. Figley
(Ed.), Traumatology of grieving: Conceptual, theoretical, and treatment foundations (pp. 3–
17). Brunner/Mazel.

Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (1996). The posttraumatic growth inventory: Measuring the
positive legacy of trauma. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 9(3), 455–471. https://doi.org/10.
1002/jts.2490090305

Uren, T. H., & Wastell, C. A. (2002). Attachment and meaning-making in perinatal bereave-
ment. Death Studies, 26(4), 279–308. https://doi.org/10.1080/074811802753594682

Wheeler, I. (2001). Parental bereavement: The crisis of meaning. Death Studies, 25(1), 51–66.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180126147

16 Illness, Crisis & Loss 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.1.218
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.1.218
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20700
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20700
https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7167-2019-0323
https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7167-2019-0323
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010718823753
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010718823753
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018301
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018301
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.332.7542.620
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.332.7542.620
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.332.7542.620
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305
https://doi.org/10.1080/074811802753594682
https://doi.org/10.1080/074811802753594682
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180126147
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180126147


Wilson, D. M., Justice, C., Thomas, R., Sheps, S., MacAdam, M., & Brown, M. (2005).
End-of-life care volunteers: A systematic review of the literature. Health Services
Management Research, 18(4), 244–257. https://doi.org/10.1258/095148405774518624

Wu, L., Bonanno, G., Duhamel, K., Redd, W. H., Rini, C., Austin, J., et al. (2008).
Pre-bereavement meaning and post-bereavement distress in mothers of children who under-
went hematopoietic stem cell transplantation. British Journal of Health Psychology, 13(3),
419–433. https://doi.org/10.1348/135910707X204236

Mohamed Hussin and Aho 17

https://doi.org/10.1258/095148405774518624
https://doi.org/10.1258/095148405774518624
https://doi.org/10.1348/135910707X204236
https://doi.org/10.1348/135910707X204236


18 Illness, Crisis & Loss 0(0)


	 Introduction
	 Methods
	 Research Design
	 Participants
	 Procedure
	 Trustworthiness
	 Ethical Approval

	 Data Analysis
	 Results
	 Religion as a Source of Strength and Support
	 Tragic Optimism
	 Finding Meaning Through Supporting Others
	 The Meaning of the Parent-Child Bond

	 Discussion
	 Limitations of the Study
	 Clinical Implications

	 Conclusion
	 Acknowledgment
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


