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IN TRODUCTION
About 13% of parents experience the death 
of their child, a devastating and stressful life 
event. Many studies have demonstrated that the 
death of a child leads to negative mental health 
consequences for the surviving parents. Few 
studies, however, have asked whether parents’ 
mental health eventually returns to the levels 
they had before losing their child, and if so, how 
long the healing process takes. Still fewer studies 
have examined whether certain activities, such 
as volunteering, might shorten recovery time.

Previous studies have demonstrated that relying 
only on close ties, such as other family, during 
bereavement can have negative consequences 
for mental health recovery. This is because the 
death of the child negatively affects those close 
ties as well, making it difficult for some family 
members and close others to provide meaningful 
support. It also may entrap the parent in a role 
(for example, as a grieving parent) and make it 
harder to transition to new roles.

Therefore, the authors examine the impact of 
volunteering on recovery time because ties to 
the broader community may help with recovery. 
Indeed, studies have shown that seeking support 
outside of family and friends networks can be more effective in dealing with loss. These weaker ties can 
help parents reintegrate their lives and transition to new roles.

The authors analyze Health and Retirement Study (HRS) data from 1998 to 2016. The HRS is a 
nationally representative survey of people age 50 and older who are surveyed every two years. They 
analyze data on levels of depression among parents whose child died during the study period and 
compare them to parents whose child did not die. Using sophisticated statistical techniques, they 
calculate the immediate impact of experiencing a child death and then map the trajectory of recovery 
for bereaved parents [1]. They ask: Does the mental health of mid-to-later life parents whose child 
died eventually return to pre-bereavement levels? If so, how long does it take? Finally, they ask: Does 
engaging in volunteer work after the death of their child help parents to recover more quickly?

KE Y F INDINGS
 ► Compared to nonbereaved parents, parents 
aged 50 and older whose child died between 
1998 and 2016:

 ► were 66 years old, on average; 
 ► were more likely to be racial or ethnic 
minorities, have lower socioeconomic 
status, and less likely to be married;
 ► had higher levels of depression before 
child loss (see figure); and
 ► had an immediate increase in depression 
after child loss (see figure).

 ► Depression for bereaved parents eventually 
returned to their pre-bereavement levels; 
this process took approximately 7 years (see 
figure).

 ► Depression for bereaved parents who started 
volunteering after their loss returned to their 
pre-bereavement levels more quickly; this 
process took approximately 4 years (see 
figure).

 ► Parents in both groups – those who lost 
a child and those who did not – had lower 
levels of depression at age 80 compared to 
age 50 (see figure).
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Volunteering after the death of a child helps parents in mid-to-later life recover their mental health more 
quickly. Therefore, it is imperative that policies and programs be developed to encourage volunteering 
for older parents who experience child loss, particularly in communities that are hard hit by the death 
of children.
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This figure shows depression levels for parents who experienced the death of a child at age 66 among those who did and 
not start volunteering at age 67, compared to those who did not experience bereavement. Age 66 is the average age of 
parents aged 50-80 whose child died. See figure 2, panel a in the original article for confidence intervals.
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The overarching mission of The Center on Aging and Population Sciences (CAPS) is to 
galvanize novel research that illuminates how biological, psychosocial, and environmental 
factors intersect and cascade throughout the life course to generate disparities in health 
and well-being at older ages. The Center promotes collaborations among scholars, supports 
pilot projects to address complex aging and population health issues, and works to grow the 
number and diversity of researchers who study aging at all career stages.

www.liberalarts.utexas.edu/caps @UT XCAPS
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This brief is published in partnership with UT Austin’s Population Research 
Center, which provides CAPS with high-quality services and resources to 
facilitate large-scale, population-based aging research.
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