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BACKGROUND 

Forces Support was set up to provide practical support to families bereaved as a result of a military 

death.  It has commissioned this Review to answer the following five questions:  

¶ What are the needs of families bereaved as a result of a military death? 

¶ What is already being done to support such families, and by whom? 

¶ To what extent is this support concerned with practical needs? 

¶ What are the gaps in provision? 

¶ What is the potential contribution of Forces Support? 

The Review, consisting of a literature review and a scoping study, acknowledges the ambiguities 

inherent in defining both ‘military deaths’ and ‘families’, and also the limitations of the research, 

based as it is on the perspectives of organisations offering services to such families, rather than on 

the views of service users’ themselves. 

The research was conducted in accordance with standard ethical guidelines, as encapsulated in both 

BCAP and BASW Codes of Practice.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A comprehensive literature search provided concrete evidence that there was a paucity of research 

on the topic of the bereavement needs and experiences of those in the Armed Forces.  The 

emphasis, in both quantitative and qualitative studies was almost exclusively on the emotional and 

psychological needs and with one notable exception practical issues were not addressed. Implicit in 

the literature reviewed is a hierarchy, which descends from ‘psychological support’, through 

‘psychosocial’ to ‘social’ to ‘practical’. It would appear that ‘practical support’ is not an area that has 

attracted serious research to date. 

 

CONTEXT OF BEREAVEMENT THROUGH MILITARY DEATH 

The context in which the death and bereavement is experienced impacts on the way in which the 

needs of the bereaved are recognised, legitimated, answered or ignored. Public attitudes to death, 

the context in which military deaths occur, and the response to those bereaved have all changed 

significantly since World War Two. Politically, war is much less acceptable and there is greater 

opposition to the Armed Forces’ role in current conflicts.  Culturally, society is better informed, and 

while the Royal Wootton Bassett repatriation ceremony has been visible evidence of high levels of 

public respect, the scandals of soldiers abusing prisoners have undermined goodwill towards those 

in the Services. 

 

THE NEEDS OF BEREAVED FAMILIES 

Many of the bereavement needs of military families are similar to those of the civilian bereaved 

population.   However, a number of features of the military context appear to have an impact on 

their experience.   These may include: the impact of deployment prior to the death; the nature of 

the death; those who have died and those who have been left behind; media coverage; the military 
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culture and personal identity; and additional losses and changes.  The crucial time for partners with 

children is the transition phase to civilian life. 

 

UK SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS AND THE CHALLENGES IN PROVIDING SUPPORT: THE 

PERSPECTIVE OF ORGANISATIONS 

The UK response to families bereaved through military death has improved substantially over recent 

years (with a minority providing practical support for everyday living) but challenges remain:  

¶ The criteria for eligibility and how this is defined and managed,  

¶ Understanding the military culture,  

¶ The complexity of the needs of families,  

¶ Organisations situating themselves amongst other organisations,  

¶ The experience of staff; and access and timing of the support. 

 

WHAT MORE NEEDS TO BE DONE 

Quality, access, timing and sustainability - as well as quantity - are key issues in relation to the 

provision of counselling support.  The provision of practical support is uneven, but is especially 

important once a family has left the military base and entered civilian life. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. There has been no UK literature that reviews the provision of organisations to meet the 

needs of those bereaved through military death and there is very little UK literature that focuses on 

the experiences of those bereaved through military death. Bereavement through military death is 

‘different’, with important consequences arising from ‘relinquishing’ the military life.  

3. There is a robust UK response to meeting the needs of those bereaved through military 

death, for which more co-ordination may be helpful. 

4. There is an uncertain demography of the bereaved which makes it difficult for organisations 

to plan their provision as the potential ‘demand’ is unknown. The end of active engagement in Iraq 

and the planned withdrawal of forces from Afghanistan in the next three years suggest that the need 

for support organisations may diminish.  

5. Not enough attention appears to be given to the on-going needs of the parents and the          

younger siblings of those who have died, who may represent a disenfranchised group.  

6. There are very few organisations offering support for the practical aspects of daily life. 

7. Further research has the potential to enrich understanding and contribute to better 

targeting and delivery of support services. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1.   BACKGROUND 

Forces Support was set up to provide practical support to families bereaved as a result of a military 

death.  Its present remit, as described in their website (http://www.forcessupport.org.uk/), is to 

provide practical, hands-on help to families where a member of the Armed Forces has died ’in 

action’.    Following the launch and its increasing success in generating income, Forces Support 

identified the need to: 

1. Understand more fully the support that families bereaved through a military death require 

2. Develop a longer term strategy that will enable them to make the most appropriate 

contribution to providing this support 

3. Ensure the most effective deployment of the charity’s funds. 

A ‘needs assessment’ research review was commissioned which identified a number of research 

projects that would enable Forces Support to identify more fully the needs of those bereaved 

through military death.  Forces Support commissioned two methods from this review – a Literature 

Review and a Scoping Study consisting of interviews with a number of key organisations providing 

support to families bereaved through military death.   

× To aid clarity and integration, the findings of these two approaches have been combined into 

one Review   

Forces Support requested this Review in order to better understand their position within the 

bereavement support sector, to clarify what support is currently offered and what is still lacking, and 

thus to construct a strategy that will enable them to use their resources to the best effect, while 

avoiding unnecessary and unhelpful duplication.  It is aware of a number of other charities, either 

military or bereavement based, that offer certain types of help to such families, but believes it has 

identified a gap in provision, namely that of practical help such as DIY tasks, repairs, child care and 

other activities that the deceased would have undertaken and which the remaining partner is 

unable, either temporarily or permanently, to perform.   The findings of the Review will enable 

Forces Support to establish whether this is in fact the case, thus justifying the need for another 

charity such as themselves, or whether the funds they are raising could be better channelled 

through other organisations already involved in the work. 

1.2. THE AIMS OF THE REVIEW 

The Review aims to answer the following five key questions:  

1. What may be the needs of families bereaved as a result of a military death? 

2. What is already being done to support families bereaved under these circumstances, and by 

whom? 

3. To what extent is this support concerned with practical needs? 

4. What are considered to be the gaps in provision? 

5. What is the potential contribution of Forces Support? 
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1.3. THE SCOPE OF THE REVIEW 

The scope of the Review was determined by five considerations: 

 

1. ΨaƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŘŜŀǘƘΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ǘŜǊƳΦ   

Forces Support adopts the criteria for a ‘military death’ as one occurring ’in action’, in the course of 

armed conflict.  Thus, a soldier killed in a road accident while serving in Afghanistan is considered a 

military death, whereas a death from illness, whether sudden or not and whether in the UK or on 

active service abroad, is not so counted.  However, it is important to note that the Defence 

Analytical Services and Advice (DASA) - which provides professional analytical, economic and 

statistical services and advice to the Ministry of Defence (MOD) and defence-related statistics to 

Parliament, other Government Departments and the public, and many support organisations - 

adopts a wider remit.   

During the past decade, 1,720 members of the UK Regular Armed Forces have died.  The category of 

deaths due to ‘hostile action’ brings together the Joint Casualty and Compassionate Cell (JCCC) 

categories of ‘killed in action’ - used when a battle casualty has died outright or as a result of injuries 

before reaching a medical facility - and ‘died of wounds’ - battle casualties who died of wounds or 

other injuries after reaching a medical facility.  During the period 2001-2010, 449 (26%) deaths were 

as a result of ‘hostile action’, 886 (50%) were from other external causes of injury and poisoning 

(deaths due to accidents, violence, and suicide and open verdicts), 387 (23%) were disease-related 

(cancer, diseases of the circulatory system, and other diseases), and 18 (1%) are for whom the cause 

is not currently available (DASA 2011a).    This is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 
 

Fig 1: Deaths of the Regular Armed Forces from all causes 2001-2010 (Source of data: DASA 2011a).   

 

The most significant loss of life, as Figure 2 indicates, has been within the Army, with a total of 1093 

(64%) deaths, compared to 313 18%)  in the Naval Service, and 314 in the RAF (18%)  (DASA 2011b).  

This data does not include MOD civilians killed as a result of hostile action. 

Cause not 
defined 18 

(1%) 

Other 
External 
Causes 

866 (50%) 
Hostile 

Action, 449 
(26%) 

Disease  
387 (23%) 
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Figure 2: Deaths of the Regular Armed Forces by service 2001-2010 Source of data: DASA 2011b).   

 

× For the purpose of this Review, the authors have used the ǿƛŘŜǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŘŜŀǘƘΩ 

to mean a death by any cause whilst serving in the Armed Forces to enable Forces Support to 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƛǎ ŘǊŀǿƴΩΦ 

 

2.   TƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ ƛǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ   

There are a number of issues concerning the question of who constitutes the ‘family ‘or ‘family 

group’ (the terminology currently in use in Tri-Service material) of a deceased member of the Armed 

Forces which will be discussed later in the Report However, in terms of the scope of the Review and 

the issue arising from it, it is important to recognise that the majority of members of the Armed 

Forces who have been killed in recent years have been young men.  This means that the immediate 

‘family’ surrounding the deceased may include any or all of the following: wives and girlfriends, 

children and young people (hereafter referred to as children), the deceased’s own young parents, 

and young brothers and sisters under the age of 18.  From their experience in the bereavement 

research field, the authors consider that parents, children, and siblings under 18 are important 

members of the family in their own right and that their differing bereavement needs deserve due 

attention.   

 

Some organisations offer support to one type of family relationship, and others to more than one 

category of bereaved person.  Although the focus of Forces Support is primarily on adult partner 

needs, the literature suggests that supporting parents has a major beneficial impact on the well-

being of children and young people.   

 

× It is beyond the remit of the Review to make a thorough analysis of the bereavement needs 

of these different relationships. Whilst some attention is paid to different categories of 

ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ most commonly used to mean spouses/partners and the children, 

although it is increasingly being used to mean ΨǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ.   

 

3.  The Review participants  

The remit of this Review is to generate data from two sources: the literature; and organisations with 

experience of working with families bereaved through military death.   

 

Army  
1093 (64%) 

Naval 
Service, 313 

(18%) 

RAF 314 
(18%) 
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× The scope of the study does not, therefore, involve asking the families, parents, children, 

siblings or others who have direct experience of bereavement in this context.  This remains an 

important area for study, and is beginning to be addressed (see, for example, Compass 

Partnership 2011). 

 

4.  Bereaved members of the Armed Forces are excluded from the Review 

Finally, whilst recognising their importance, it is outside the remit of this Review to explore the 

bereavement support needs of members of the Armed Forces who have lost a colleague.  

 

1.4. METHOD 1: THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Literature Review comprised two sources of data: the academic literature and the ‘grey’ 

literature of organisational resources - reviews, reports, Websites, discussion/training support 

documents, DVDs, Information packs, leaflets and newsletters - that identify some of the themes 

and issues of relevance.   

 

To understand how bereavement through a military death differs from other bereavements, two 

bereavement literatures were explored:  

¶ The general bereavement literature, and  

¶ The literature on bereavement through military death and the contextual issues that impact 

on this experience.  

Each of these helped to establish what is already known (and acted upon) in relation to the needs of 

those bereaved through military death, and what further research may be required to fill the gaps in 

our knowledge.  It also enabled the authors, on behalf of Forces Support, to subsequently construct 

an interview schedule for the Scoping study that identified what it is that organisations provide to 

meet these needs. 

 

1.4.1.  The general bereavement literature  

In relation to the broad issue of bereavement, there is now an extensive literature that offers ways of 

understanding the experience and needs of those who have lost a significant person through death.  

This body of work is international in its range, academically significant and generally familiar to the 

authors.  However, it is almost uniformly predicated on anticipated deaths from serious illness (the 

palliative care aspect) or unexpected or sudden death (from heart attacks, stroke, road traffic 

accidents, civil disasters, suicide or murder).  Some of the relevant issues from this literature are 

provided in Chapter 3. 

 

1.4.2. The literature on bereavement through military death and the contextual issues that 

impact on this experience 

In approaching literature about bereavement in a military context, the authors have necessarily 

focused on papers relating to military deaths from 1979 onwards. This time period encompasses 

British forces’ involvement in Northern Ireland, Iraq and Afghanistan, but has not excluded 

consideration of articles from Europe, North America or Israel where these have been deemed to be 

of some relevance (Brink 2004; Ben-Ari 2005; Brant 2006; Cozza et al 2006; Levy 2009).   
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Searches of the academic literature were made using on-line databases including CINAHL; 

PsychArticles; PsychoInfo; MEDLine; ERIC; and SocioIndex (EBSCO).  The initial search using the terms 

military AND death generated over 700 papers, none of which included issues for the family.  As a 

result these were discarded.   The subsequent search terms were: military; active service; war; 

conflict; death; AND/OR families; AND bereavement.  Google Scholar was also searched using the 

terms bereavement care AND military; and bereavement from military death.  The majority of 

articles were peer-reviewed, academic, research papers although one or two more practice-based or 

personal accounts were also considered.  As indicated earlier, not all the deaths discussed could be 

categorised as ‘deaths in action’.  Using the keywords referred to above, a total of 29 articles were 

identified.  Table 1 outlines how these remaining papers were generated. 

 

Search Terms Found 
()= 

duplicates 

Relevant Main focus of the papers 
Psychological Bereavement Socio-

cultural 

Military AND Bereavement 39 19 11 6 2 

Military AND Death AND Families 17 7 5 1 1 

Military AND death AND 
Bereavement 

(14)     

Active Duty AND Bereavement (1)     

Forces AND Bereavement 4 2 2   

Army AND Bereavement 1 0    

Military families AND bereavement (1)     

Conflict and Bereavement 0     

Active service AND Death AND 
Bereavement 

0     

Active Service AND Bereavement 0     

Military death AND Bereavement 
care  

1     

Bereavement from Military death 1 1  1  

Total  29 18 8 3 

 
Table 1: Results of the On-line Database Search 

Subsequently, other literature (not accessible through electronic searches) was identified and 

incorporated as appropriate. 

1.4.3. An overview of this literature 

A comprehensive literature search provided concrete evidence to support the initial suspicion that 

the there was a paucity of research on the topic of the bereavement needs and experiences of those 

in the Armed Forces.  Moreover, the academic literature was limited, and largely culturally specific.  

Disappointingly, British contributions were in the minority; although a total of 763 British military 

personnel were killed in the 26 years of the Troubles (1971-97) the bereavement literature relating 

to this period focussed on the civilians killed, not the families of the soldiers.   
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The bulk of the literature came primarily from either the USA or Israel.  The latter is a country which 

in many ways sees itself on a permanent war footing, in which attitudes have swung from 

acceptance to hostility and then back to majority acceptance (Levy 2009), and in which all males are 

expected to undertake military service.  The cultural and socio-political context is therefore clearly 

different from that of the UK.  The American literature encompassed not only military deaths in Iraq 

and Afghanistan but also those resulting from disasters.  It was also predominantly psychologically 

focussed. 

 

The majority of the papers reviewed, whether focussed primarily on children, partners or parents of 

deceased military personnel, fell into two categories – those concerned mainly with the military 

organisations’ responses to a death, and those concerned with the bereavement experience of 

families of the deceased.  Seven papers were in the former category and were therefore not of 

direct relevance to this Review (Garb et al 1987; Bartone and Ender 1994; Ender and Hermsen 1996; 

Vinitsky-Serouissi 2000; Ben-Ari 2005; Papa 2008; Cawkhill 2009).  In passing it may be noted that 

organisations were desirous of improving the way they dealt with both the death and the families 

concerned, and of supporting the personnel involved in dealing with the families.  They may be 

appropriately categorised as ‘inward-focussed’, in that the emphasis was on researching and 

understanding their own systems, policies and personnel.  

Fifteen papers fell into the latter category –papers directly dealing with the experience of bereaved 

families.  Here the primary focus was on the psychological impact (Provost 1989; Florian 1990; Geron 

et al 2003; Hamama–Raz 2010; Scott 2010; Wilson and Supiano 2011).  None of the academic papers 

contained any reference to practical issues.  However, one of the two articles which are best 

categorised as journalism as opposed to research, contained references to practical issues.  Brink 

(2004) relates the story of a bereaved woman whose roof was in urgent need of repair and for 

whom this, rather than psychological issues, was her most pressing problem.  The local firefighters 

mobilised community volunteers and the roof was re-shingled. The article also highlighted the case 

of another military widow who was faced with the daunting task of packing up her home.  Her late 

husband’s unit came to the rescue and helped her to pack up the contents and move house.  The 

second article (Brant 2006) focuses on the Pentagon’s failure to offer enough support, but it is 

psychological support that is the focus.  In the remaining papers considered, four concern the case of 

a major military air disaster (McCaughey 1984; Ender and Hermsen 1996; Fullerton et al 1999; Carrol 

2001) and one deals with Kosovo (Morina et al 2010).  There are passing references to psychosocial 

or social support but it is psychological or emotional support that is the focus of the researchers, 

thus implying that this is the most significant and valuable support to be offered.   

¶ UK papers 

Cawkhill (2009) provides some useful statistics on military deaths and a detailed and thoughtful 

account of the role of the Voluntary Officer.  He focuses on the training offered, and interestingly 

notes the feedback request for more emphasis on information rather than on skills in managing the 

role.  However any discussion of practical support for families is absent.   Aitken’s paper (2009) 

considers support via new technology and provides a comprehensive list of online support 

organisations. Again, there is no discussion of practical support. 
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¶ US material 

The primacy of psychological support needs is evident in many of the American papers (Provost 

1989; Cozza et al 2005; Cohen 2009; Dixon 2010; Scott 2010; Wilson and Supiano 2011), but the 

issue of practical support is noticeable by its absence.  Whether it is Vietnam, Iraq or Afghanistan, 

veterans’ widows and their children are researched (with the aforementioned exception of Brink) 

almost exclusively in terms of emotional needs.   Cozza , Chun and Polo (2005) strike a welcome note 

of caution in arguing against the ‘military stereotype’, claiming that military families and their 

children are ‘complex and heterogeneous populations’.   However, they also highlight the conflicting 

findings of different research studies; Jensen et al (1991) concluded that military children 

experienced fewer than average behavioural problems, whereas the Ryan-Wenger (2001) study 

found no significant difference.  What was of note in the authors’ view was the sense that the 

media, especially TV, serves as military children’s most significant source of stress related to 

potential parental death.  

¶ Papers from Israel  

The Israeli literature reveals not only a gap in terms of research relating to practical issues, but an 

apparently uniform focus on parents as opposed to partners and children – which may be only partly 

explained by the likely youth of those  serving in the Israeli Defence Force.   Geron, Guisberg, and 

Solomon (2003) studied predictors of level of parent satisfaction with group support.  The main 

focus of this quantitative research was motivation, leadership styles and group dynamics, but the 

authors also found evidence of some desire to learn and develop new skills.  None of the 

participants were widows or partners of the deceased.  Similarly Malkinson and Bar Tur’s qualitative 

study (2000) also investigated parental grief for a son killed in the line of duty, and how the grief 

‘aged’ as the parents aged.  Parents were again the subject of Hamama-Rez’s study (2010), which 

examined the experience of bereaved parents who went on to give birth to another son.  Lebel and 

Ronel (2005) conducted a phenomenological study of bereaved parents who became activists as a 

result of their son’s death on active duty, and Florian (1990) explored meaning-making in the lives of 

bereaved parents. 

× Key issues from this literature have been incorporated throughout the Review. 

 

1.5.  METHOD 2: THE SCOPING STUDY 

1.5.1 Data collection 
Data for the Scoping Study came through two sources: 

¶ Discussions with relevant individuals in key organisations  
Support services already working with families bereaved through military death are a ‘vector’ for the 

needs of families.  Through listening and responding to families’ experiences, these services have 

been able to identify ways in which they can directly or indirectly offer support.   As a result – in 

working with military bereaved families - they form part of an important small group of ‘data-

gatherers’ for inclusion in the Review.  These organisations were selected through purposive 

sampling to ensure a spread across: the statutory and voluntary sectors, bereavement specific and 

more generic support organisations, military and civilian organisations, different relationships to the 

deceased; different types of support (psychological, advice and information, practical) and different 

levels of support (self help or professional).  
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Using this sampling process, 23 service-focussed and bereavement-focussed organisations were 

identified through internet searches, participation at the Child Bereavement Charity Conference 

(‘We will remember them – Bereavement in families’ held on 17th May 2011), or were already 

known to the authors.  These were divided equally between the two authors, and each organisation 

was sent, via email, a Letter of Invitation describing the study (Appendix 1), or was approached by 

telephone where the respective individual or organisation was already known to the author.  In 

these cases, the Letter of Invitation followed the telephone conversation.  Where an organisation 

declined the invitation to contribute, no further contact was made.  Where there was no response to 

the invitation or to a telephone message, one or two further approaches were made before 

discontinuing efforts to include them.  Of the 23 organisations identified, 15 agreed to contribute, 2 

declined, 3 did not reply, and 3 were unable to respond within the time frame.  

Thirteen discussions took place over the telephone, and 2 were held face-to-face.  With the 

exception of the one interview that involved three members of the respective organisation and 

which lasted for two hours, the interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 1 hour.  

Contemporaneous notes were taken and written up in full. 

¶ Additional information from organisational websites 
Information from the websites of a range of organisations, including their purpose and mission, 

identified the range of activities being offered to support these bereaved families, and these details 

of these organisations have been included in Appendix 2. 

1.5.2. Ethical issues 
Although the Review did not involve obtaining primary data from a vulnerable group (such as the 

bereaved families), we nevertheless adhered to a number of ethical principles and standards utilised 

in past research studies (Guidelines provided by the National Children’s Bureau, 1996; Greig et al 

2007), and codes of practice arising from current membership of professional bodies (British 

Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy 2011, British Association of Social Work 2002).  

Particular ethical issues of relevance included: 

¶ Informed consent - ensured through information in comprehensive Letter of Invitation 

(Appendix 1) which gave organisations information about authors, the purpose of the 

Review and by whom it was funded 

¶ Confidentiality and anonymity – ensured through the designation of each organisation 

with a randomly selected numerical code.   

¶ Reciprocity – although this was not agreed with the funders beforehand. 

 

× It is our recommendation that the main body of the Review report (Section 1-3 inclusive, but 

excluding Section 4) should be made available to the participating organisations.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THE CONTEXT OF BEREAVEMENT THROUGH MILITARY DEATH 
 

Whatever the focus of any individual piece of research, it is essential to locate all research activity 

within the appropriate context.  In considering the needs of families bereaved through military 

death, two key areas will be considered prior to discussing the literature itself.  The first is the 

changing social attitudes to death and dying: any bereavement experience is mediated by these.   

For military families, the bereavement experience is also mediated by the attitudes to war and 

conflict that exist at the time and, more specifically, to the recent conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

 
2.1.  CHANGING SOCIAL ATTITUDES TO DEATH AND DYING 

While death (and some claim, taxation) is the only known constant in life, it is always mediated 

through the society in which it occurs.  As both Ben-Ari (2005) and Field and James (1993) 

acknowledge ‘how it is handled reflects societal values and priorities’ (1993: 6).  The fact that not 

only have death rates been declining for well over a century (Field and James 1993) but that the 

average age of death is well beyond retirement, means that  “mortality in modern society rarely 

interrupts the business of life” (Blauner 1966: 379).  Nevertheless, death represents an intense 

threat (Seale 1998), arguably exacerbated, in the developed world in the second half of the 20th 

Century, by the loss of religious belief and collective rituals, which has resulted in the potential to 

“open up the individual…to the dread of personal meaninglessness” (Mellor and Shilling 1993: 421).   

One way of dealing with this threat is to suppress knowledge of the reality of death through the 

avoidance, denial or sequestration of the experience and the organisation of death (Mellor 1993; 

Mellor and Shilling 1993), into privatised cultural practices and organisations such as hospices and 

funeral services.  The experience of bereavement is not, therefore, solely mediated by the 

individual’s own disposition and the social relations and context that surround the immediate 

individual and their family, but is set within a culture that has increasingly devised social defences 

against the insecurity and chaos of death.  One consequence of this ‘sequestration of death’ from 

everyday life is the loss of public recognition for the feelings of personal mourning (Wouters 2002), 

and the loss of mourning practices and rituals.  This has made the position of the bereaved, and 

especially children, increasingly precarious (Rolls 2008).   However, this ‘sequestration’ was much 

less the case just over a century ago, where early death was more common (notably for children but 

also for adults) and death through war was not only part of both life and literature but was arguably 

also much more acceptable. 

 

2.2. CHANGING SOCIAL ATTITUDES TO WAR  

Over time, different countries and cultures have held a variety of views about war and conflict, 

especially in their attitudes to military loss, which has had an impact on the bereavement discourse 

(Levy 2009).    

Tennyson’s ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’ which celebrated both courage and obedience – ΨǘƘŜƛǊǎ ƴƻǘ 

to ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǿƘȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊǎ ōǳǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜΩ was written in 1854 but  its critical tone indicates a growing 
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challenge to the unquestioning acceptance of war, and by the later stages of World War One 

attitudes had changed further.  Wilfred Owens’ ironically titled Ψ5ǳƭŎŜ Ŝǘ 5ŜŎƻǊǳƳ ŜǎǘΩ graphically 

portrays the horrors of war, with its pointlessness implicit if not overtly expressed. This realism is 

echoed by Churchill … when he memorably promised not glory but ΨōƭƻƻŘΣ ǘƻƛƭΣ ǘŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǿŜŀǘΩ in 

1940. Nevertheless, despite the shift in emphasis from the glory of war to its pity and brutality, the 

political consensus was relatively secure.  The general population supported the call to war and 

members of the Armed Forces enjoyed unconditional support and approval. Indeed, in both World 

Wars those of arms-bearing age who did not sign up were at risk of receiving white feathers, a 

symbol of cowardice. 

However, no such consensus as to the justification for military action can now be expected.  Since 

the Second World War, public attitudes to military intervention – and by default, military deaths – 

have become much more complex and conflicted both in the UK and elsewhere (Levy 2009).  For 

example, the increasingly unpopular Vietnam War created a conflicted social environment that 

contributed to the prolonged early grief phases and struggles to resolve the loss about which 

families felt ambivalence (Provost 1989).  Closer to home, although the IRA terrorist bombings in 

mainland Britain outraged the public, there were many who were critical of the Army’s role in 

Northern Ireland.  Similarly in 2001 the deployment of UK forces in Afghanistan to topple the Taliban 

did not command substantial support.  More recently in February 2003 over a million ordinary 

members of the public travelled from all over the UK to march against war in Iraq. Whilst they were 

unsuccessful in preventing Parliament from sanctioning the involvement of British Forces the 

demonstration clearly showed that these personnel would not then have the psychological comfort 

of knowing that the citizenry were fully behind them.  Increasingly, of late, however, there has been 

a change in social attitudes.  Although there is still an umbrella of criticism - individuals may not 

agree politically with these conflicts - there is a growing appreciation and support for the Armed 

Forces and the families who are being affected.  This is evidenced by the ‘overwhelming’ charitable-

giving by the public to organisations supporting the Armed Forces and their families (Interview 14). 

 In other cultures, for example Israel, mourning parents maintain a dominant presence in the public 

discourse and, through their claim to a unique moral stature, are mobilized, resulting in a dynamic 

between personal needs and the political thereby endangering the national consensus (Lebel 2005). 

In addition to changing political contexts, there are also other social factors. A century ago, the only 

real mass media were the newspapers. News from the battlefront was not instantaneous, never 

‘live’ and was mostly word-based. Photographs were few and newsreel was in its infancy. Class 

divisions were clear and deference for authority was standard. Nowadays class divisions are 

somewhat weaker, the public are more critical and they are exposed to 24-hour news, live 

broadcasts and ’embedded’ journalists.   Inevitably, the anonymity of individuals within the Armed 

Forces becomes the personal and often harrowing story of a young man with a name and history 

and a grieving family.  Moreover, the change from the protracted wars of  1914-18 and 1939-45 to 

the relatively brief Gulf Wars and invasion of Afghanistan have led many to believe that war can be 

prosecuted with very few deaths. This is true for military deaths;  from  a peak of 886,939 UK 

military deaths in World War One through 383,800 in World War Two, they fell to 47 in Gulf War 

One,  179 on operations in the Iraq War and (to date) 384  in operations in Afghanistan  (Operation 

Enduring Freedom 2011). 
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However, civilian deaths have followed a contrary trajectory. It is estimated that 2000 UK civilians 

died as a result of enemy action in World War One; estimates of civilian dead following the invasion 

of Iraq in 2003 vary from about 100,000 to almost one million. What is more significant since World 

War 2, however, is not simply  the numbers of deaths in war but the numbers that take place 

afterwards -  while ‘winning the peace’.  Given that recent military intervention has been presented 

in terms of freeing an oppressed population (Iraqis, Afghans) from a brutal and dangerous 

dictatorship, it is hard for many Britons to see the continuing deaths of Forces personnel, relatively 

few though they may be, as other than evidence of an ungrateful, hostile people; why sacrifice lives 

for a country that does not deserve such efforts? 

Finally, another aspect of the complex and contested attitudes to military engagement and 

consequent deaths is the awareness of the fallibility of those in uniform. While Abu Ghraib may be 

the Americans’ nemesis, UK soldiers have also been accused – and found guilty – of degrading 

treatment, torture, and murder. Few would be so naïve as to suggest that no such atrocities were 

committed by British forces in previous wars - as the current case in the British courts concerning 

treatment of Mau Mau detainees in Kenya reveals (www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-12994190) - but they 

were rarely acknowledged. The current publicity surrounding the proven and alleged abuse 

potentially creates a sense of shame on the part of the bereaved. 

  

2.3. SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

Public attitudes to death have changed considerably in the latter half of the 20th century which has 

had an impact on the experience of the bereaved.  The context in which military deaths and the 

response to those bereaved occurs has also changed significantly in the last century and particularly 

profoundly since World War Two.  Politically, war is much less acceptable to the general public than 

before, and there is much greater opposition to the Armed Forces’ role in current conflicts.  

Culturally, society is better informed, less accepting of notions of sacrifice (Levy 2009), more critical 

of notions of glory, and less ready to defer to ‘authority’.  The power of television in particular to 

bring into people’s living rooms the reality of war and impact of the death on the bereaved family 

has been significant, and has increased the complexity of reactions. The Royal Wootton Bassett 

repatriation ceremony has been visible evidence of high levels of public respect but the scandals of 

soldiers abusing prisoners undermine goodwill towards those in the Services. 

 

For individuals bereaved through the death of a spouse or partner, parent, or son or daughter, 

serving in the Armed Forces, the grief is of course primarily personal.  Nevertheless, the perceived 

purpose and societal support for the mission - the conflicted social environment (Provost, 1989) in 

which the death and bereavement is experienced – is an important variable that places demands on 

the resources of the military family (Mabe 2009), and impacts on the way in which their needs are 

recognised, legitimated, answered or ignored. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-12994190
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CHAPTER 3 

THE NEEDS OF BEREAVED FAMILIES 
 

The literature and the experience of support services suggest that many of the bereavement needs 

of military families are similar to those of the civilian bereaved population.   However, they identify a 

number of features of the military context that appear to have an impact on the experience of the 

death and its aftermath, which add significant complexity and therefore have implications for their 

support.  In this chapter, we draw on the literature, including Payne and Rolls (2008) to discuss three 

overarching themes that influence the way bereavement and loss in adults are viewed in developed 

societies and have come to dominate the understanding of professionals working with the bereaved.  

We then consider aspects of children’s bereavement.  This will be followed in Chapter 4 by an 

exploration of the features of the military context that impact on this experience. 

 

3.1. BEREAVEMENT IN ADULTS 

Three different perspectives dominate our understanding of the needs of bereaved bereavement in 

adults - the psychoanalytic; the psycho-social; and the socio-cultural models of continuing bonds. 

¶ The psychoanalytic models of attachment  

One of the earliest and most influential theories of bereavement began with Freud (1917) whose 

theory is based on the idea that the loss of a significant person requires us to withdraw our 

emotional energy from the person who has died.  According to Freud, this represents a dilemma for 

the bereaved who, simultaneously, wish to maintain the bond or attachment with the person within 

whom their identity is lodged, but for whom the reality of their death means they have to withdraw 

the emotional energy invested in that person in order to be able to re-invest it in life elsewhere.  

Following on from Freud, Bowlby’s (1969; 1973; 1980) complex theory of attachment suggests that it 

is the nature and quality of attachment bonds that will predict the differences in vulnerability to 

bereavement.  Bowlby identified a process of overlapping stages of grief through which we re-

orientate ourselves towards a future without the deceased person when the attachment bond is 

severed through death.    This includes shock, yearning and protest, despair and recovery.  Parkes’ 

(1996), who built on Bowlby’s work, argues that people progress through a number of phases before 

resolving their bereavement including: numbness, pining and intense anxiety, disorganisation and 

despair, and finally reorganisation.  In these theories, ‘grief work’ is an internal, emotional process 

and bereavement has an outcome of acceptance (Bowlby), or gaining a new identity (Parkes).   

¶ The psycho-social tradition models of stress and coping 

More recent interest in the social aspects of death, dying and bereavement has led to an expansion 

of understanding of bereavement not only as an internal process, but also as an experience located 

in, and influenced by, the social world.  These theories prioritise the social, cultural, and 

interpersonal aspects of loss.  Parkes (1993) for example, suggests that bereavement should be 

considered as a major psycho-social transition in which the taken-for-granted world is challenged, 

and people have to adapt to changes in relationships, social status, and economic circumstances 

brought about by the death.  Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) ‘dual-process’  model describes a dynamic 

process of coping with bereavement in which bereaved people oscillate (move) between grieving 
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their loss through emotional expression - the ‘loss focus’, and their future without the person 

through attention to the demands, practicalities, and adjustments of everyday life - the  ‘restoration 

focus’.  They suggest that, whilst people move between these two forms of coping with loss, over 

time the coping responses will usually become progressively more focused on ‘restoration’.  

¶ Socio-cultural models of continuing bonds 

This increasing challenge to psychoanalytic/psychological theories by socio-cultural models is based 

on an assumption that people wish to maintain feelings of continuity with the deceased - possibly 

across generations - and that these relationships, whilst being transformed, remain important within 

the memory of the individual and community.  The most notable model  -  Klass et al’s (1996) theory 

of  ‘continuing bonds’ - challenges the idea that successful resolution of grief involves what has come 

to be perceived as the need to ‘let go’ of the deceased person.  Linked to this concept,  Neimeyer et 

al (2006) argue that the higher levels of benefit-finding and positive identity change found in a 

meaning making/meaning reconstruction  process are associated with lower levels of complication 

in bereavement.  However some authors, such as Small (2001), have argued that this development 

rests on a misunderstanding of the Freudian concept of withdrawal of the energy from the 

deceased.  Another prominent model is Walter's (1996) biographical/narrative model of grieving 

that emphasises the importance of a narrative or story of the deceased that enables the bereaved to 

integrate them into their on-going daily life. 

 

3.2. BEREAVEMENT IN CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

Whilst theories of adult bereavement are more established, less has been written about models of 

bereavement in children.  The experience of childhood bereavement (referring here to those under 

the age of 18) is influenced, as it is in adults, by several factors: their relationship to the person who 

has died; their reactions to bereavement and its potential impact on them, and the significant 

relationships and experiences that surround a child.  

The death of a parent is considered to be the most significant loss (Worden 1996) and is considered 

by some (for example, Dyregrov 2008; Worden 1996) to be one of the greatest crises in the life of a 

child.  Following the death of a parent, the familiar design of family life is completely disrupted, 

creating changes in the relationships that surround the child.  For the surviving parent, the 

responsibility of providing for the physical and emotional needs of children at a time when, because 

of their own grief, the parent is least able to do so, represents a considerable burden (Parkes 1986).  

This appears to arise from the strain of maintaining a functional home, the structure of the family 

and the changing roles arising from this.  The child, therefore, suffers not only the loss of the parent 

but also the symbolic or temporary loss – the unavailability – of the other parent at a time when 

extra reassurance is needed (Grollman 1967).  Children bereaved of a parent may, therefore 

‘constitute a vulnerable population at increased risk of social impairment and/or psychopathology 

not only during the immediate post-bereavement period, but extending into adulthood as well’ 

(Christ 2000: 16).  Children who have been bereaved may experience many difficult feelings, and 

some suggest that they experience increased levels of depression, anxiety, somatic complaints and 

behavioural difficulties (Christ 2000; Worden 1996), although others argue that children’s capacity to 

cope and adapt resiliently can be assured if risk factors are minimised and protective factors 

enhanced (Sandler et al 2002).  The death of a sibling presents a different set of challenges.  
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There will have been a history of a complex set of sibling relationships, an experience of the loss of 

that relationship, and the child now being in the environment of parents who have lost a child.  

Rubin (1993: 285) argues that in grieving for their deceased child, ‘the parents’ ability to maintain 

meaningful and balanced interaction with the surviving children is far from assured'.   

How a child experiences and responds to the death of a significant person, what happens 

afterwards, and the ‘timely reconstitution’ that a child is able to make, is the result of a complex set 

of interactions between the significant relationships and experiences that surround a child (Christ 

2000).  Whilst the child’s characteristics (gender, age and level of cognitive and emotional capacity) 

and relationships with peers and school are important factors, it is the circumstances around the 

death and what life is like afterwards that are the most relevant here. 

¶ The circumstances around the death  

The circumstances surrounding the death includes a number of aspects: how the person died, how 

and what children are told, if and how involved they are in the funeral, and who remains in their life.  

Unlike an anticipated death which can help lower anxiety (Black 1998), a sudden death is ‘a shock to 

the family system’ (Handsley 2001).  Because these deaths often have a stronger impact on adults 

who have the desire to protect children from too much detail, the family is placed under great strain 

(Dyregrov 2008).  Learning of the death is a significant moment (Worden 1996); parents are 

confronted with decisions about what, when and how to tell their children about the events 

surrounding the death and, although children vary in their emotional and behavioural reactions, 

their responses are strongly influenced by those of the surviving parent and other adults (Worden 

1996).  Dowdney et al (1999) argue that psychological distress in surviving parents is associated with 

children’s distress more than the manner of parental death. 

¶ What life is like afterwards 

Death has an impact on the practical aspects of everyday life (Melvin and Lukeman 2000), as well as 

on our ‘internal working models’ of the family (Riches and Dawson 2000: 5).  According to Worden 

(1996) positive adjustment is associated with fewer daily life changes, but change is inevitable, 

especially in domestic arrangements.  Death may also involve more significant changes in the 

family’s financial status, creating difficulties for the surviving members to manage (Corden et al 

2002).  The active coping style of the surviving parent appears to affect outcome for the child (Christ 

2000).  Hurd’s (1999) study suggests that Bowlby's prediction, that healthy mourning during 

childhood can be influenced by certain positive family factors, is corroborated by adults’ 

retrospective view of their childhood bereavement experience.  When the parent(s) are unavailable, 

the child needs support from outside, and access to a replacement person can have positive effects 

on the child (Dyregrov 2008; Melvin and Lukeman 2000), although the surviving parent’s new 

relationships may present the child with difficulty.   

 

3.3. PARENTAL BEREAVEMENT 

The death of a child is a devastating experience for parents (Rubin 1993).  Many parents not only 

experience sadness at the death of their child but also feel that a part of themselves has died as well 

(Malkinson & Bar-Tur 2005). In a recent study (Harper et al 2011), the mothers talked openly about 

their own mortality, either demonstrating ambivalence about their own death, or expressing clear 
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suicidal ideation. Death was seen as a release from living with the pain of loss. The presence of 

surviving siblings appeared to moderate this, but they expressed concerns about their ability to care 

adequately for other family members during times of intense grief.  Their bereavement precipitates 

a severe crisis of meaning (Wheeler, 2001).  One factor that appears to influence bereavement 

outcomes is the cause of death, that is, whether it was anticipated or sudden; accidental, 

intentional, or illness-related.  (Christ, Bonanno, Malkinson, and Rubin, 2003).  The ‘continuing 

bonds’ is manifested in a variety of ways, for example, tending to the grave and the child's remains, 

through linking objects or by establishing a symbolic representation of the child within their daily 

lives (Harper et al 2011). However, whilst ‘continuing bonds’ and meaning making are important 

dimensions in positive outcomes, Riches and Dawson’s (1996) highlight the significance of the social 

context (consisting of relationships with self, surviving children, partners, and the greater social 

world) in which these processes take place. 

 

3.4. SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

Within the cultural context of death and dying outlined in Chapter 2, a number of issues impact on 

the bereavement experience of adults and children.  The theory of attachment suggests that 

bereavement is an intra-personal experience through which the attachment bonds to the deceased 

need to be re-negotiated and the severance of the actual bonds through the reality of the death 

accepted.  Models of stress and coping prioritise the needs of the bereaved as arising out of the 

social, cultural, and inter-personal aspects of loss, and emphasise the focus of the needs of bereaved 

people oscillating between the emotional and the restorative aspects of bereavement.  Drawing on 

theories of attachment and the socio-cultural model of continuing bonds and meaning making, some 

authors argue that the needs of bereaved people are to continue to maintain feelings of continuity 

with the deceased over time.  This applies equally to parents bereaved of adult children – a group at 

risk of feeling ‘disenfrachised’ (Interview 15) – for whom the loss of a child remains a most deeply 

challenging event.  In relation to bereaved children and young people, several factors mediate the 

experience and impact of bereavement and these need to be taken into account in the context of 

bereavement through a military death. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FEATURES OF THE MILITARY CONTEXT THAT IMPACT ON THE 

BEREAVEMENT EXPERIENCE 
 

As Keegan (2011) identifies, bereavement in military death takes on a different shape for a number 

of reasons associated with the cultural script of military life and the foregrounding of the possibility 

of seeing.  Key features of the military context that impact on the bereavement experience include: 

the impact of deployment prior to the death; the nature of the death; those who have died and 

those who have been left behind; media coverage; the military culture and personal identity; and 

additional losses and changes.  Not all of these features apply in the case of all bereaved military 

families and their impact is further mediated by the specific circumstances that surround each 

family. 

 
4.1. THE IMPACT OF DEPLOYMENT PRIOR TO THE DEATH 

The complexity of the issue of the impact of deployment on military children and their families 

‘cannot be overstated’ (Mabe 2009: 351).  Military families are used to the cycles of the service 

parent being absent for periods of time as a result of training exercises, changes of duty station, 

temporary assignments or deployment in theatres of conflict.   However, no two experiences of 

deployment are alike (Mabe 2009) as a result of differences in length, frequency, time for 

preparation, exposure to combat and levels of risk (Cohen et al 2009; Mabe 2009), and these 

complex variables that mediate the experience of deployment make its impact difficult to measure 

(Mabe 2009).   

Whilst considered ‘routine stressors’ (Hardaway 2004) – a part of military life - these separations 

nevertheless disrupt relationships and attachment to the deployed person, household routine and 

living situations, and school attendance (Cohen et al 2009).  Impending deployment, particularly to 

areas of conflict such as Iraq and Afghanistan, can be a prompt for marriage, even when the strength 

of the relationship is unclear (Interview 15).  Deployment constitutes varying degrees of loss in 

companionship, affection and intimacy, and emotional and instrumental support (including help and 

activities with the children, and advice and problem solving) (Mabe 2009).  Deployment can also 

impact on school attendance, disrupt children's education (Cohen et al 2009; Stephenson 2011) and 

affect their friendships (Stephenson 2011).   Cohen et al (2009) note the US studies where a father 

has been deployed that indicate significant symptoms of depression in mothers, significant 

emotional and behavioural problems in children due to parental functioning, and uncertainty and 

anxiety about the mission and its location.  Mabe (2009) identifies a number of studies that indicate 

the close association of parental distress and child distress, and note the association of deployment 

on spousal depression, anger, anxiety, sleep disturbance and physical symptoms, significant 

increases in parenting distress, disruption in parenting rules and expectations for children during the 

deployment period.  He also cites studies that identify increased rates of child abuse and intimate 

partner violence.   
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The resources and vulnerabilities of the child and their family include the child’s age, gender, 

temperament, and coping style; and the family’s characteristics, including the gender of the 

deployed parent; whether one or both parents are deployed; marital status of the deployed person; 

quality of parent-child relationships; and socio-economic status. Prior deployment experience is also 

influential (Mabe 2009).  In addition, the wider community is an important resource in deployment: 

for the child, the levels of social support from their extended family and friends, and the degree to 

which schools understand the military family experience (Mabe 2009). 

Being ‘used to’ the routine of deployment can engender three ‘military specific’ problems for 

bereaved families.  First, for the non-bereaved military children - whilst they are used to separations 

- the risks of injury and death are more real and the risk is increased when someone goes away.  

There are often high levels of anxiety in the family/military community during deployment (Interview 

15); for example, every time there is a death, many military school children keep their mobile 

phones on them awaiting a text to learn that the latest death is not their relative (Interview 1, 

Interview 2).  For this reason, the Army Families Federation (2011) recommends a section at their 

family briefing about Facebook security and not posting updates on injuries and deaths until the 

MOD have released names to the media.  Secondly, these anxieties, together with other deployment 

related issues, are complex variables that mediate an individual’s experience of bereavement 

through military death.  Thirdly, death during deployment creates an additional complexity for the 

bereaved which have implications in relation to one of Worden’s bereavement tasks; that of 

‘aŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘΩ (Interview 2, Interview 4).  The remaining parent has been used 

to being alone through frequent separations and to functioning for long periods without their 

partner (Interview 2).  For children, understanding the reality that the person is not coming back is 

harder when they are used to these separations.  Seeing the body can be useful in helping relatives 

accept the reality of a death, but where personnel have been deployed, there may be no 

opportunity for families to do so and indeed, because of the nature of the death, this might not be 

desirable (Interview 4). 

 
4.2. NATURE OF THE DEATH 

The majority of military deaths are ‘crisis’ deaths – unusually traumatic, and violent – and, even 

though they are in some ways expected, they are nevertheless always sudden (Compass Partnership 

2011; Interview 15).  As a result, there appear to be further issues that arise as a result of where – 

and when - the death occurred.  

One of the consequences of the nature of death, as a result of hostile action outside the UK, is that 

families have to face a number of procedures that their civilian counterparts do not usually have to 

face, and which are largely out of their control.  First, the repatriation of the body, which is a military 

process rather than a private family occasion (Penny 2010)   only became policy about 10 years ago 

(Interview 14, Interview 15).  If the death occurred on deployment overseas, it is unlikely that the 

family will be able to visit the place of death.  In the past, the military dead were buried in the 

country where they fell and there are Commonwealth War Graves in all parts of the world.  Iraq and 

Afghanistan are the first conflicts in which military casualties are repatriated to the UK (Interview 14, 

Interview 15).  For some, the Royal Wootton Bassett Repatriation ceremony [an enforced ritual 
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(Interview 8)] appears to be helpful for some families, but may not be for others (Interview 2, 

Interview 15).   

Secondly, an inquest is an essential part of this process where there has been a death overseas 

(Royal British Legion 2010), and as a result, military casualties outside the UK are subject to a 

Coroner’s investigation.  As a result, there are a number of difficulties for families. Until the body is 

released by the coroner, it is ‘owned’ by the military (Interview 15).  If the death occurred during 

deployment, and especially as a result of combat, there may be uncertainty for the family – and 

especially for the children – in knowing what has happened and in getting the story clear.  Families 

often cite a need to know what has happened as an important part of the grieving process (Royal 

British Legion 2010), but some of the issues or parts of the story may emerge during the 

investigation process or, in some cases, not until the inquest (Interview 4); indeed, full disclosure of 

all the information surrounding the death may never be released (Interview 8).  Nevertheless, the 

Coroner’s inquest is the place where families can ask questions and get details of what happened.  

Whilst this is upsetting, it has often helped families in the longer term, and enabled them to have a 

voice in a process that might prevent future deaths by challenging aspects of policy or safety that led 

to the death (Interview 14).   However, the coronial system has been inconsistent across the UK, and 

there have been delays in funeral arrangements because of Coroner’s inquest (Interview 1, Interview 

7).  The future of some key aspects of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009 passed in 2010 – designed 

to address inconsistency and other key issues for bereaved people – is uncertain.  It has been 

included in the Public Bodies Bill which would rescind it before it has been enacted, but there are 

many challenges to it; the House of Lords want it removed from the Bill, and a number of leading 

military and bereavement charities have made strong objections to its inclusion in the Bill on the 

grounds that the coronial system is struggling to cope with inquests relating to service personnel 

deaths (Interview 14, and see http://www.politics.co.uk/news/2011/07/12/coalition-faces-pressure-

over-chief-coroner-p.    

However, service personnel might not always die overseas, but be seriously injured on active service 

and be repatriated to the UK.   Should they then die in UK, there is very little media coverage, and no 

public Repatriation ceremony for the family to attend (Interview 1).  These families may feel less 

visible and their loved one’s’ death less important by not having the public recognition that this 

ceremony confers (Interview 2).   

A further distinction can also be made between military deaths in action/combat and those deaths 

that occur whilst in the Armed Forces, but which are similar in cause to those of civilian families (for 

example, road traffic accidents, illness, suicide).  The grief of these military families may be 

‘disenfranchised’ (Doka 2002), as these deaths can be very divisive - being considered or 

experienced as of less importance than one occurring on active, combat duty.  These culturally-

determined dimensions have been found in other male-dominated occupations such as the fire 

service -in which a ‘hierarchy’ of bereavement –where a death in ‘action’ ranks as more ‘worthy’ 

than an accident or illness - has also been identified (Interview 4).  It can be difficult to get some 

support organisations involved with these families (Interview 7). 

 

 

http://www.politics.co.uk/news/2011/07/12/coalition-faces-pressure-over-chief-coroner-p
http://www.politics.co.uk/news/2011/07/12/coalition-faces-pressure-over-chief-coroner-p
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4.3. THOSE WHO HAVE DIED AND THOSE LEFT BEHIND 

Lack of UK data contributes to an uncertain ‘demography of the bereaved’.   There are no definitive 

UK records of the number of British service children living in the UK and overseas -but estimates vary 

between 38,000 and 175,000 (Stephenson 2011).  As a result, there is no data that identifies how 

many individuals are bereaved when a member of the Armed Forces dies, and how many of these 

are children or siblings (Interview 4; Stephenson 2011).  As a result, there is a need to understand 

more about who these families are and what the configuration of relationships are in this context 

(Interview 12).  

What is known, however, is that those who die a ‘military’ death, especially in conflicts such as the 

Afghan War are relatively young (Penny, 2010; Interview 3, Interview 15), and they leave behind an 

unknown number of young and older bereaved family members.  This may have consequences in the 

event of death where relationships between relatives (particularly between parents and 

spouses/partners) may be very poor.  Some branches of the Armed Forces undertake a family 

briefing before deployment to avoid confusion and conflict over issues of next of kin (Interview 15). 

Following the death, the main focus of support may be on wives and girlfriends, but some of the 

young members of the Armed Forces are only just out of childhood and, whilst not usually in settled 

relationships (Interview 12), may well have very young parents.  Hamama-Raz (2010: 382) draws on 

Bar-Tur and Malkinson (2000) to argue that parental grieving for the loss of a child as a result of 

conflict remains a ‘central axis’ in the lives of parents, and that the passage of time has no 

diminishing effect on their grief or their attachment to the deceased (Malkinson and Bar-Tur 2000).  

Parents are not usually considered the main ‘military family’ (Interview 12) and, as a result, may be 

neglected in favour of partners or girlfriends (Interview2; Interview 3).  In addition, as these are often 

deaths of young people, there are more likely to be a number of bereaved younger siblings whose 

needs may be forgotten (Interview 4; Interview 6) and, as is the case of sibling bereavement in the 

civilian context, young service people often struggle and need greater external support as family 

support may not be available or is conflicted (Interview 5, Interview 12).   

Military children have always faced a unique set of challenges (Cozza 2007; Stephenson 2011) as a 

result of the combat deployment of their parents.  However, children may be the ‘overlooked 

casualties’ (Royal Navy and Royal Marines Children’s Fund 2009) when bereavement, as a result of a 

military death, is likely to have an additional impact on military children as a result of a number of 

factors.  First, young children are particularly vulnerable.  They may be unborn or very young at the 

time of the death (Interview 4; Interview 12) and, therefore, have little or no memory of their parent 

(Interview 12), and young children - because of their emotional and cognitive immaturity, their 

reliance on magical thinking, and their dependence upon their parents for healthy development - 

can be especially burdened (Cozza 2007).  Secondly, children may be forced to deal with the grief 

and loss attendant on the return of a seriously injured parent; as a result of the impact of 

improvements in medical care and immediate medical attention in combat zones, it is much more 

likely than in previous wars that the service member will be wounded and survive (Scott 2010) – but 

be very seriously disabled.  Thirdly, as discussed earlier, military families and children are more 

frequently exposed to parental separations as a result of the remoteness of the assignments, and 

will react differently to these separations, and their feelings and distress that existed during the 

separation may be exacerbated if the parent dies.  Lastly, the grieving process for children and 
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surviving spouses of active duty services members who die may be further complicated by the 

unknowns surrounding war-related deaths, lifestyle changes that occur, and changes in their 

environment (Scott 2010). 

More broadly, as relatively young people, these families often have little or no previous experience 

of death, and as a result, there may be a need for bereavement education to help them understand 

what is ‘normal’ (Interview 1).  Nevertheless, in reviewing the strengths of military families as well as 

the unique challenges that they face, some argue that the majority of service children grow up to be 

happy, independent and well-rounded individuals (Stephenson 2011), and that concerns for 

potential stresses or traumas following a military death may be misplaced (Cozza et al 2005). 

 

4.4. MEDIA COVERAGE 

In addition to changing political contexts, there are also other social factors that impact on the 

experience of bereavement in a military context.   

 

The high level of public interest means that the media is very likely to be involved (Interview 2, 

Interview 8, Interview 11) which has created an important difference (but not necessarily a difficulty) 

for the experience of those bereaved through military death (Interview 2), especially if the death has 

occurred on active service overseas in a conflict zone.  Every time a member of the Armed Forces 

dies it is national news, and information about the death becomes immediately very public 

(Interview 11).  This has a number of consequences.   

The media gives recognition to the service person and to the bereaved (Interview 2), and the family 

may want the death to be properly honoured, although this will necessitate positive engagement 

with the media (Interview 4).  However, media attention may also be on-going over time with images 

of the deceased - or those deceased in similar circumstances - being repeated on other occasions 

and, although one study has shown that the majority (86%) of (Army) families feel the ‘running total 

should be announced each time there is a death’ (Army Families Federation 2011), these images and 

pieces of information can be experienced as intrusive (Interview 2) and especially difficult for 

children (Interview 4).  Ground soldiers filming in action through webcams make the moments of 

death much more visible, and Coroners use Google Maps (ref: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-

15005484) to help families envisage the moments leading up to the death.  Whilst these may be 

comforting for some, they may be distressing for others – and these images may revive traumatic 

thoughts about how the person died (Interview 11).  In addition, there has been a worrying trend in 

increasingly intrusive photographs being taken of children and young people at repatriation 

ceremonies and funerals (Penny 2010) 

 
4.5. MILITARY CULTURE AND PERSONAL IDENTITY  

Cohen et al (2009) describe how the military culture and military-related experiences affect family 

members, and argue that ‘stress, trauma and loss are normative parts of the military culture’ (p. 

395), and military culture ‘has its own language, social norms, and attitudes’ (p. 395) which affect 

family members.   

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-15005484
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-15005484
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Military bereaved families, including children, appear to have more of their identity bound up with 

the Armed Forces and in supporting service personnel in their job than their civilian counterparts 

(Interview 2, Interview 4).  For example, ‘memory work’ with military children seems to include 

stronger references to their parents’ work  - for example, choosing yellow for the desert sand or the 

Regimental colours;  and the parent’s photograph is often of them in uniform (Interview 2).  This 

raises questions about how the family will see itself now that this person has died (Interview 4, 

Interview 12).    

Military life is not a homogeneous experience for the families across all branches of the Armed 

Forces; rather there are cultural differences between the respective services (Army; Royal 

Navy/Royal Marines; RAF) and changes over time that have implications for the experience of their 

bereavement.  For example, military wives used to be the ‘welfare’ service, and command positions 

depended upon the Officer’s wife accompanying him on postings (Interview 3).  Moreover, some 

branches of the Services have a ‘strong tribal element [and] a strong identity ... as a family’ 

(Interview 15), although, more recently, many of those in the Armed Forces are increasingly living a 

‘civilian’ life. Some families now live off-base, with the service person commuting to their place of 

work and the non-military partner increasingly holding a non-military/off-base job (Interview 3).  

These personnel are posted to a place to do a job and their identity is less with a regiment than with 

the whole Force.  As a result, these families may have a looser identity with the Armed Forces than 

those serving in the Army and, therefore, can feel ‘ex-communicated’ and stripped of identity 

(Interview 3, Interview 8).  For all families, there is a question about how they continue their 

relationship as a military family, and a tension exists between maintaining close relationships 

between military friends and colleagues who understand, and a turning towards the civilian society 

in which they will now be making a life (Interview 12).  Some of the military process may get in the 

way of this turn to civilian life; invitations to events such as the Iraq commemoration service at St 

Paul’s ‘reel the families back in’ when they may have reached some equilibrium (Interview 15). 

Nor are the military bereaved a homogeneous group in relation to their feelings towards the 

‘military’ aspect of the death (Interview 12).  Support organisations may make assumptions that 

families want to be with, or be seen as like, other military bereaved.  However, this may not be the 

case because of the different feelings surrounding the death, the differing attitudes to the military 

and the conflict in which the deceased was engaged.  Casualties from conflict are defined as 

unlawful deaths.  For some families, this death may considered ‘killed in action’ and their loved one 

as having died an ‘honourable’ death in which the deceased was fighting for freedom.  But for 

others, where they have been critical or ambivalent about  the conflict the deceased may be seen as 

having been ‘murdered’, and the death seen as a ‘wasted’ life or that the conflict was avoidable and 

the person ‘shouldn’t be out there anyway’ (Interview 12, Interview 15).  This group may feel, 

therefore, that they have more in common with those bereaved through manslaughter and murder 

(deaths that were traumatic, sudden, violent, as a result of the action of someone else) (Interview 

12).  There are also those who have been bereaved through deaths from other causes - illness, 

accidents or suicide – and each of these circumstances will change the individual’s perspective and 

feelings about death and have an impact on the emotions they experience (Interview 12).  Suicide is 

particularly problematic in that, while clearly not a death in combat, it may well be a death as a 

consequence of the experiences of combat. 
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There also appears to be a culture within the military that mediates what can or cannot be said 

(Interview 4, Interview 12).  This has been described as ‘stiff upper lip expectations’ - by others or 

oneself (Interview 8), and there is a potential mismatch between a culture of expressing feeling (the 

support organisations) and that of not showing feelings /needing to be strong (the military).  For this 

reason, on-line facilities are of particular benefit (see, for example, CRUSE, the ‘Big White Wall’ in 

Appendix 2).   In addition, there is a specialised language within the military which has implications 

for civilian support organisations, and the language itself may be more direct.   

 

Lastly, military deaths may challenge the military's own organisational order (Vinitzky-Seroussi 

2000).  Some argue that this is handled through the institution of a "moving bureaucracy": a 

combination of fixed administrative procedures and intense emotional work carried out by liminal 

military personnel (reserve officers) - creating a highly controlled "buffer zone" around the deceased 

soldier's family, enabling the military to reconstitute its organisational order and legitimacy.  The 

army - as a palpable organisation "reappears" on the scene, but that reappearance is gradual and 

takes place only after the funeral, when death is certain and finalized (Vinitzky-Seroussi 2000).  This 

may be less true of the MOD and the UK Armed Forces, including the Marines, or the RAF. 

 
4.6. ADDITIONAL LOSSES AND CHANGES 

The sudden death of a loved person is always a difficult event, but for military families, bereavement 

is further complicated and family adjustment can be hindered by a ‘domino effect of changes’ 

(Cohen et al 2009: 398; Interview 2, Interview 6, Interview 8, Interview 12).  These ‘secondary 

adversities’ (Cohen et al 2009), brought about by the death, make Worden’s bereavement task of 

‘adjustment’ for the immediate family a most challenging one (Interview 4).  For whilst the 

association of childhood bereavement with long-term disadvantage remains uncertain, growing up 

in a disrupted family has been associated with a number of poor outcomes, including lower 

educational achievement and more symptoms associated with depression at age 30 (Parsons 2011).   

For military families, the children are both bereaved and disrupted.   

The death of the service person means the loss of the military family and all that being in the military 

means, especially in terms of practical support (Brink 2004; Child Bereavement Charity 2010).  

Ultimately, the family has to make a considerable number of decisions (Interview 12) and has to 

leave their military life style and all that this has entailed (Interview 2).  The family will lose their 

house (in the form of service accommodation) and the military life and the supportive relationships 

as they move away to civilian accommodation (Interview 4); the education of the children (either 

local to the military base or at a boarding school) perhaps at a crucial time in their education; the 

remaining partner’s work, if this has been on or near the base; and the close links with the military 

base and the friends there (Interview 6).  More poignantly, it is not always clear to families where to 

bury their relative as they are likely to move in due course from their accommodation (Interview 8).  

Many decisions have to be made about all of these - choosing where to live; the right schools – as 

well as learning to cope with the practical issues of on-going single parenting and running a house 

(for example, doing the painting, gardening) outwith the military, and these decisions are best 

enabled through on-going rather than one-off forms of support (Interview 12). 
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Recent changes, however, mean that the family can now remain in their accommodation for a 

longer period of time and, although this varies between the services and is subject to review, is 

usually up to 2 years following the death.   This opportunity does not extend to moving with the 

regiment; when this occurs, families can choose to either remain in the presence of the new 

regiment until they feel ready to move, or they may have to leave before the end of their period of 

‘grace’.  Families are allowed – and tend - to stay where they are and consider their options, 

although some Navy wives have felt forced to move (Interview 6).  Nevertheless, whenever this 

move occurs, it involves the loss of community, networks, and schools, and a partner or a military 

system that took care of the many day-to-day practicalities.  A move, therefore, means adopting a 

new, civilian lifestyle in which practical difficulties can also emerge (Interview 2). 

For parents and siblings of young service personnel and for reservists’ families, the changes may be 

less intense, and their civilian life style will be less disturbed.  However, their needs may be 

neglected as they are less visible and, whilst in the immediate aftermath they get the same support 

from the Armed Forces as the widow (for example, the Visiting Officer), this does not extend over 

time and families are often referred onto civilian organisations such as SSAFA (Interview 3). 

For young women whose partners have died, they have lost – for the time being at least – the 

possibility of having any or more children, whilst parents of young members of the Armed Forces 

may go on to have other children.  Hamama-Raz et al’s (2011) qualitative study examines the 

experiences of parents who choose to give birth to another child after the loss of a son during 

military service in Israel and identified three main themes linked to the reconstruction of meaning 

through coping and bereavement related to: transforming the experience of loss into a new 

meaning; parents’ awareness of the burden placed on the child who was born; and the participant’s 

parenting following their loss. 

 
4.7 SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

The military context places the additional complexity of these ‘secondary adversities’ onto the 

experience of bereavement for military families - the impact of deployment prior to the death; the 

nature of the death; those who have died and those who have been left behind; media coverage; 

the military culture and personal identity; and additional losses and changes - making it potentially 

more threatening and problematic.  Nevertheless, the existing resilience of military families, and 

support from the Armed Forces, the military ‘family’, and family and friends will help ameliorate 

some of these.  The crucial time for partners with children is the transition phase to civilian life, and 

in taking up the mantle of on-going single parenthood, most usually away from familiar 

surroundings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

UK SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS AND THE CHALLENGES IN PROVIDING 

SUPPORT: THE PERSPECTIVE OF ORGANISATIONS 
 

 

5.1. THE UK RESPONSE TO THOSE BEREAVED THROUGH MILITARY DEATH 

In contrast to their bereaved civilian counterparts who are more likely to be ‘left to fend for 

themselves’ (Participant 6), many of the bereaved military families involved in one of the participant 

support services felt they received excellent care (Interview 6).  Whilst other countries, including the 

US (Provost 1989), have identified inadequate support to the bereaved family members often 

resulting in more local ‘fort-based’ responses to the emotional support of children and family 

bereavement care (Brant 2006), this may be less true of the UK.  Here, there have been significant 

developments in the way the UK Armed Forces have co-ordinated and managed their response to 

the notification of a death, and to repatriation (Cawkill 2009), and in the response of the MOD and 

associated organisations in their support of bereaved families.   

The UK Armed Forces welfare system now offers care through the Visiting Officer who can offer 

emotional support, information and advice for as long as the family want.  Although this differs 

between the respective Services, this is usually for a period of 12-18 months after the Inquest, when 

it is reviewed (Interview 14).  It can last longer however, sometimes for a period up to 4 or 5 years 

(Interview 2).  In addition, the MOD’s Purple Book (so called as the colour, derived from mixing navy, 

air force blue and khaki, denotes the Tri-services) – which provides ‘a raft of information’ (Interview 

13) - is a real attempt to give the same information on practical military issues, pay and rights and 

organisations, to all families and to collate organisations who can help (Interview 2).    

Moreover, in recent year, there have been an increasing number of organisations involved in 

responding to the needs of those bereaved through military death (Interview 14).  Some participants 

argued that supporting those who have been bereaved through military death is now a popular and 

crowded area of provision (Interview 3, Interview 12, Interview 15), even to the level of ‘almost over 

kill’ (Interview 6).  In this Chapter, we identify the different types and categories of provision, before 

highlighting a number of challenges that they face in providing support services to this group of 

people. 

 
5.2.   THE TYPES OF PROVISION   

 As well as those organisations with whom we spoke, we encountered an extensive range of military 

and civilian organisations who provide some form of service to bereaved military families, and these 

are identified in Appendix 2.  From these it is possible to identify different types of support, and 

many organisations provide services across this range, whilst some only offer one form.   

 These different types include: 

¶ Advocacy work – mediating families experience with the MOD or the coronial system, 

lobbying and influencing policy  
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¶ Emotional support – which may be self-help or more formalised -  and involves offering 

friendship, support and  counselling 

¶ Infrastructure support ς supporting the work of other organisations including through grant 

making or with staffing,  for example,  the development of MOD initiative: The Defence 

Recovery Capability Centre  

¶ Training staff 

¶ Practical support - organisations that: 

o Help people make sensible decisions and choices, for example through information, 

advice and guidance  on finances, employment,  resettlement  etc 

o Offer ‘special’ activities that are not part of the usual run of day-to-day life 

o Undertake practical activities that relate to the smooth running of life, both in 

matters concerning the death but also in subsequent daily living. 

The organisations outlined in Appendix 3 have been categorised accordingly and this range of 

organisations by type is given in Appendix 3.  In addition, many organisations offer extensive 

‘signposting’ to other organisations through their information packs, leaflets or websites.   

It is important to note here that of the 37 UK organisations offering some type of support to families 

bereaved through military death only 7 offer practical support involving activities that relate to the 

smooth running of everyday life.  But is also important to recognise that in reality, these are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive, and different forms of support can be experienced as emotionally 

sustaining.  

 
5.3. CHALLENGES IN PROVIDING SUPPORT 

From the organisations’ perspective, there are a number of challenges involved in providing support 

to those bereaved through military death, many of which are linked to the features that impact on a 

military bereavement identified in Chapter 4. 

 
5.3.1. Problems of Definition        
Two problems of definition arise for support organisations that have an impact on the scope of their 

provision.  First, there is the question of how they define the eligible relationships in terms of 

‘family’ status to be offered support, and secondly, what constitutes a ‘military death’ and so, based 

on this, which families will be eligible for the support on offer.  Some support organisations are 

clearer than others about these making it easier for Visiting Officers and others to signpost families 

correctly (Interview 6). 

¶ What are the eligible relationships to the deceased? 

Problems can arise in the absence of clear service parameters about who is eligible for support as a 

result of postmodern family structures, the contested definitions of the ‘significant other’ (Ender 

1996), and how the ‘official’ next of kin is differentiated from ‘salient or emotional’ next of kin 

including former and unrecognised relationships (Ender 1996; Penny 2010).  For organisations that 

support ‘families’ there are questions about how this concept and the respective relationships to the 

deceased are to be understood and what relationships are to be included/excluded in service 

provision.  For example, does the ‘family’ include: widows/widowers; co-habiting partners; 

girl/boyfriend; children; parents; grandparents; siblings?   What happens to changes in category, 
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when, for example, a young person reaches 18 years; do they remain eligible to benefit from a 

children and young people’s service?  And how, following re-marriage, are the non-bereaved 

‘civilian’ step-children to be treated (Interview 3)?  Can they be included in activities as part of the 

now re-constituted family containing bereaved ‘military’ children? 

For those organisations that support ‘dependents’ how is this defined and what dependent 

relationship to the deceased is to be included/excluded?  Is this dependency solely financial 

(Interview 3) or does it include other forms, for example social dependence?   

¶ What are the eligible types of death? 

Some service providers distinguish between operational and non-operational deaths, and between 

deaths through hostile action or from other causes whether or not the person was deployed.  This 

raises questions about whether there are differences in the bereavement experience or needs of 

families as a result of these varying circumstances and types of death, and whether all types of death 

need to be considered, especially where children are involved (Interview 4). 

 
5.3.2.  The Military Culture  
The culture that surrounds military life has been described as the military ‘bubble’ (Interview 1); a 

term that attempts to convey the sense of a system in which there is a life on the inside to which 

those outside have little access, which can be challenging for those wanting to work closely with 

military families (Interview 1).  The MOD is currently working with single services to identify when is 

the best time to hand over to more professional services.  In wanting to support families within ‘the 

military family’ there are questions about when to step back from military support and hand over to 

a civilian support organisations (Interview 14).  Families may also be signposted to organisations that 

provide services that the Armed Forces welfare systems feel unable or ill-equipped to provide 

themselves, and there may be cases where families prefer civilian support organisations, for 

example if they disapprove of the presence of the Armed Forces in the area of conflict, or there are 

no military welfare service close by (Interview 15). 

There are a plethora of people and organisations involved with military bereaved families, with 

whom military families are often familiar, but for civilian organisations this presents a number of 

difficulties (Interview 4).  There are the problems of understanding the military language (and 

acronyms) identified earlier.  Families may not be getting the whole picture for security reasons, or 

they may fall outside of the ‘bubble’ as a result of their status (for example, ex-partners, siblings, 

friends).  Conversely, civilian organisations may have difficulty knowing who the families are and 

how to get in touch (Interview 14), they may also not therefore be kept informed, and may have 

difficulty managing information (Interview 1) and, whilst they may know about bereavement, they 

may know little about the military life and issues that impact on this experience (Interview 2, 

Interview 3).  One consequence of this is that the military family may withdraw from the support 

(Interview 5).  Civilian professionals may not recognise that, as a result of the double loss, 

bereavement for military families is not straight forward (Interview 6), and there may be a failure to 

understand the protocols, ethos, values, and ways of working of service families.  As a result, these 

services may have difficulty in gaining the confidence of families (Interview 8).   

To ameliorate this, civilian support services need to provide a consistent, structured approach’ – 

helping families make sense of the new world in which they find themselves (Interview 5).  On the 
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other hand, for military support services who are wanting to signpost families to civilian 

organisations, there may also be issues about their knowledge and expertise: how much do they 

know about bereavement and, consequently, what families might need (Interview 2, Interview 3)? 

 

5.3.3.  The complex needs of the military family 
The circumstances of each bereaved family introduce differences and potential complications, but as 

discussed earlier, there are additional complexities involved for military families that have 

implications for the organisations that offer support:  

¶ Families will ask for support, but some argue that military families feel themselves to be 

different – preferring a more direct language in which the support is offered (Interview 5).   

¶ The early process in the aftermath of the death is now very good, with more information 

available and access to bereavement support, but as time goes by, people can find it difficult 

to know where to go for support (Interview 3).  

¶ This is a geographically mobile group (Interview 3) – how does support remain consistently 

available?  If support is available in one area, how do agencies refer on to support 

organisations in another?  What, if any, are the referral pathways? (Interview 4). 

¶ Linked to this, children who have already had to move many times and who may be on the 

move again, need particular support.  Schools close to garrisons where there are many 

military families may understand and provide appropriate support, but this can be lost when 

the child moves (Interview 4). 

¶ Support services may need to negotiate what the children need within the context of the 

expectations of the family and the military community, and it would be useful to know how 

families – and especially children - were being supported during deployment (Interview 4). 

 
5.3.4.  The range and diversity of organisations 
The numbers and diversity of existing and new organisations can make it difficult for those 

navigating the best provision for the bereaved family to keep up with emerging organisations 

(Interview 2, Interview 3, Interview 6).  Furthermore, with a ‘potential number doing exactly the 

same thing’ (Interview 6), ‘these *services+ may sometimes be too competitive’ (Interview 7, 

Interview 12) and subject to ‘turf wars’ (Interview 3, Interview 15), in some cases, being quite 

protective of what they are doing and fundamentally uncooperative (Interview 6).  This creates 

challenges for support organisations in how best to work with each other.  

 
5.3.5.  The experience of the support service workers  
Working with those bereaved through military death may well be bringing new issues to ‘seasoned’ 

and experienced service providers resulting in a sense of the ‘tentative ‘nature of work outside their 

usual experience.  As a result, services need to listen to the experience of bereaved military families 

and ask themselves ‘what do we need to know or learn?  What is different about this event?’ and to 

prepare themselves in terms of understanding the issues more fully in relation to either 

bereavement or the military culture (Interview 12).    

As all work with bereaved people can be, the work of the Visiting Officer is emotionally demanding, 

especially for those in the Army, where a higher volume of deaths increases the demands on their 
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time (Interview 14).  However, there are additional difficulties.  At times, particularly at the 

beginning of their 2-3 year period in the role, the experience of Visiting Officer will be limited, and 

there are additional pressures, for example, when family members are at odds with each other and 

there are battles about issues such as finances, or where there is a risk of young vulnerable widows 

relying heavily on them as father figures leading to challenging situations.  In these cases, they have 

to be attentive to the legal and emotional boundaries of the relationships (Interview 15).  Because of 

limited staff, there are also pressures on them from their own work and the number of families they 

are supporting (Interview 15).  Visiting Officers also need to be diplomatic especially when 

ambivalent or critical expressions are made about the conflict in which the relative has died. 

Visiting Officers are supported through different approaches, including clinical supervision and 

training, and encouragement to obtain additional qualifications, although this support to Visiting 

Officers varies between the services (Interview 15). 

Civilian support organisation staff need to explore and acknowledge the difficult emotional demands 

associated with this work (Ender, 1996), including their own feelings, attitudes and assumptions they 

hold towards a number of issues - for example, their views on the conflict in which someone was 

killed (Interview 12).   

 
5.3.6.  Access and timing of support  
Despite the improved and expanded provision there can be problems for families in accessing 

services in two ways.  First, the changing dynamics of family circumstances means that many more 

individuals want the same level of support.  The MOD - originally caught off guard by the speed of 

changes to the structure of military families – has tried to respond to these needs (Interview 14).  

However, whilst organisations are mainly focused on the immediate family, some argue that very 

little is provided for bereaved parents and, although it has improved, post-service after-care support 

for them is not very effective, (Interview 7).  Moreover, civilian families with a member who has 

signed up do not get as much support (Interview 5).  Secondly, whilst all families have the same 

notification process via the JCCC Purple Book, there appear to be differences between the responses 

of the three Armed services (Interview 3; Interview 6; Interview 7, Interview 15).  These variations 

arise from who can take on the role of Visiting Officer (Interview 14) and what training they receive 

including about emotional aspects of bereavement (Interview 2).   There are also questions about 

how services can gain access (make their services known) to these families and also how families can 

access services (Interview 12).  Furthermore, some families prefer to access support services that are 

not linked to a military base whereas other families prefer to use military-specific services (Interview 

8). 

 In terms of the timing of support, organisations have found that some families say they want all 

support on offer and immediately, whilst others have felt ‘bamboozled’ by so many offerings.   The 

volume of information may mean families are unable to read or take it all in, especially in the days 

and months immediately following the death, and families may need to be reminded about different 

services and types of support (Interview 14).  This raises questions for support organisations about 

balance - giving families all the information that is to hand, or knowing what information people 

need at what time (Interview 14).  They also need to step back if the family feels overwhelmed 

(Interview 6, Interview 11).   
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5.2.7. SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

The UK response to families bereaved through military death has improved substantially over recent 

years with an extensive number of military and civilian organisations offering support.  Types of 

organisation include practical support for everyday living, although this type of provision is in the 

minority amongst organisational providers. 

There are a number of challenges in providing support including: the criteria for eligibility and how 

this is defined and managed, understanding the military culture, the complexity of the needs of 

families, organisations situating themselves amongst other organisations, the experience of staff; 

and access and timing of the support. 
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CHAPTER 6 

WHAT MORE NEEDS TO BE DONE TO PROVIDE EFFECTIVE AND 

TIMELY SUPPORT 
 

 

Whilst the variety of available support was acknowledged, and Interviewees recognised that this was 

more a question for families to answer (Interview 2, Interview 6), they identified a number of areas 

in  which more needs to be done, the majority of which relate to the features of bereavement 

through military death described earlier. 

 
6.1.  COUNSELLING/EMOTIONAL SUPPORT  

The Royal British Legion report (Compass Partnership 2011) found that some families found 

counselling unsatisfactory; nevertheless, other families identified that one of their greatest 

perceived needs were for long term counselling from a counsellor with military understanding and 

comparable experience (Compass Partnership 2011).  The Army Families Federation (2011) 

understands that the MOD position on counselling is that families should access it through the NHS 

system, but families are reporting difficulties in accessing supportive counselling through their GP 

(Interview 14).  Several organisations (for example, SSAFA) have informal, self-help support groups 

which are helpful, but there are concerns about access to more formalised help.  There are concerns 

that the access to counselling support for these families may not, as a result of NHS reforms, be a 

priority for Clinical Commissioning groups in the current financial climate (Interview 14).  As the 

Armed Forces bereavement group is small, widely scattered group, there needs to be national not 

just local provision (Interview 14).  There are pockets of good practice. Support at Catterick Camp, 

for example, has widened the remit to include families of veterans/family groups (Interview 14) but 

this is still a localised service.  The ‘Big White Wall’ (NHS) fills this gap as online mental health 

therapy which also contributes to improving access (see below 6.2.). 

 
6.2. {¦tthw¢ Chw Ψ5L{9bCw!b/IL{95Ω Dwh¦t{ 

¶ Parents and Siblings 

It was felt that bereaved parents and siblings - who have less experience of military processes and 

are not so strongly linked into the military community or processes (Interview 14) are more 

neglected, especially if they are not the next of kin.  A young widow will get information and support 

but not the siblings (Interview 2).  There may also be specific needs for parents who have lost 

their child and are no longer the next of kin when there is a poor relationship with the spouse or 

partner of the deceased (Compass Partnership 2011). 

 Children also have special needs: very young children may have no active memory of their parent 

and these will be based on photographs or what the remaining parent has said (Interview 2) whilst, 

from an education point of view, bereaved children of military families are no longer considered by 

the Department of Education as ‘service’ children.  As a result, the schools they attend are not given 

additional resources to enable them to support these children’s special needs (Interview 6). 
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¶ Reservists and the TA  

The bereaved families of reservists are treated in exactly the same way and the process of support 

that begins with the death of the service person is the same for the families of both regular Armed 

Forces and the Reserves.  However, these families are not living in garrisons or service bases.  

Moreover, whilst this means that these families will have the benefit of living in an existing 

community and do not have to make the same life changes as military families, they may be isolated 

in a community who do not understand this type of death nor place value on the conflict in which 

their relative died.  The reservist schedule of deployment is different and they are not part of the 

system in quite the same way (Interview 2). 

 

¶ The injured 

Several participants consider that much is now being done for the military bereaved (Interview 3, 

Interview 6, Interview 12), but some argue that more needs to be done for the injured for whom the 

consequences will continue for the rest of their lives (Interview 3, Interview 12).  As a result of 

advances in trauma medicine at the scene of injury, which has accelerated the capacity of front-line 

medical services to keep people alive, the service injured are arguably in far better condition and 

biological state on arrival in hospital in the UK than an equivalent person injured in a road traffic 

accident (Interview 3). 

 

6.3.  ACCESS TO AND TIMING OF SUPPORT 

Participants identified the importance of early intervention (Interview 1, Interview 7, Interview 10) 

with families needing an instant response to their needs (Interview 1, Interview 7, Interview 10) and 

the opportunity for immediate off-loading (Interview 7).  Families who come to particular civilian 

services have often been signposted by others, but the quality of the Armed Forces response and 

support structures may mean that families may not have immediate need of them.  Rather, their 

needs may be on-going, emerge at a later date particularly when families have moved off-base or 

the needs can get greater or be specialist in their nature, and this raises questions about how 

families access these over time (Interview 2, Interview 3).  It also highlights the importance of 

providing information and signposting, and the military welfare systems and other organisations 

working in the field having a long-term view/strategy (Interview 5, Interview 6); realising that 

families may initially reject support and that things can deteriorate; needing to reassure families that 

it is acceptable to seek help; and having up to date information about who can provide which 

services to whom (Interview 2, Interview 3, Interview 5).   Once families are aware of them, on-line 

websites and services improve access to services independent of geographical location.  

 
6.4.  IMPROVING AND MAINTAINING THE QUALITY OF SUPPORT 

As well as access to support, Interviewees identified several issues concerned with its quality - in 

particular that ‘it must be acceptable or they won’t come back’ (Interview 5).   
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Civilian organisations start up for many reasons, one of which is the desire to immortalise the person 

who has died, as part of maintaining continuing bonds and keeping their name alive.  There may be 

dangers in this type of personal involvement rather than neutrality, and whilst personal experience 

can help, there needs to be an awareness of why this is being done, and how it may affect the 

people the support service wants to help (Interview 12).   

Generic services are being faced with decisions about their capacity - in terms of staff hours, role, 

and experience, or having sufficient funds - to extend their service to include military families 

(Interview 3).  Once the organisation/charity has decided to extend their service, good clear 

communication – which participants argue has much improved within the Armed Forces – is 

essential, whether it is concerned with providing basic information on the military processes or 

signposting families (Interview 11).  Staff who come into contact with military families – whether 

paid or unpaid, in the Armed Forces or in the non-military organisations - may need training to 

understand what it means to be bereaved through a military death: bereavement as an issue; the 

processes that surround military death; the flashpoints, tensions and problems that impact on the 

bereaved; and ways of supporting families (Interview 1, Interview 2, Interview 4, Interview 8, 

Interview 11).  In addition, the quality assurance mechanisms of the organisations need to be clear 

so that Visiting Officers can feel confident in signposting families to them (Interview 15). 

The personality of the supporting organisation staff is also important and can make a difference; 

some are sensitive and do what they can and this is why the bereaved feel supported, but the 

personality, not only of individuals but sometimes of associations and welfare charities, may not 

always be good (Interview 6).  In addition, the nature of these deaths may mean that the impact of 

stories on staff can be severe (Interview 1), so they also need a robust, supportive supervisory 

structure in place.  In addition, when they leave, knowledge and information may be lost (Interview 

14). 

Lastly, new charities and organisations are emerging to offer support, but they may not have quality 

assurance mechanisms that need to be in place (Interview 2), although the lack of protocols and 

bureaucracy in smaller emerging organisations may mean that they can be more responsive 

(Interview 6).  

 

6.5. BETTER CO-ORDINATION 

In the UK, there have been significant developments in the way the Armed Forces have responded to 

the needs of the bereaved military families, including increasing collaboration with external 

bereavement agencies (Cawkill 2009).  Families want clarity about the availability and sources of 

support, proactive contact from support providers, and information sources such as websites, 

leaflets and bereavement packs (Compass Partnership 2011).  Although it was considered important 

for those who are signposting bereaved families to keep up to date with emerging organisations - an 

effort which itself needs co-ordination (Interview 2) - organisations can be confused by range and 

diversity and what appears to be duplication of provision (Interview 4, Interview 12).   Unlike other 

areas such as childhood bereavement services and organisations working against knife crime, there 

does not appear to be a system of co-ordination - either a co-ordinating body or an organization that 

brings support services together to discuss issues in common and to improve collaboration.  
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The Human Factors Integration Defence Technology Centre (2009) identified issues that hinder co-

ordination between the military and civilian organisations during multi-agency emergency response 

activities. Although bereavement through military deaths does not require an emergency response 

through agencies working together in this distinct way, the report indicates some hindrances when 

the military attempts to work in tandem with civilian organisations that might be of relevance here.  

These include: 

¶ Limited sharing of key information between agencies 

¶ Communication of inaccurate or incomplete information between agencies 

¶ Poor information management (i.e. collection, collation, organisation and dissemination) 

¶ A lack of communication and clear communications links between agencies 

¶ Inadequate and incompatible communications technologies 

¶ A lack of clarity and understanding of each agency’s roles, responsibilities, actual 

contributions, and available resources 

¶ Cultural issues (i.e. differences in decision making processes, civilian organisations’ lack of 

understanding of concepts such as ‘effects based operations’ and ‘commander’s intent’) 

¶ A lack of experience in working with other agencies. 

The solutions they identified focused on the issues associated with information sharing between 

agencies at the Strategic Co-ordination Group level.   

Co-ordination across complex settings is always likely to be difficult, and relies on individual agencies 

sharing accurate and complete information about their roles, responsibilities, actual contributions, 

and available resources.   Clearly there are a number of in-house solutions in terms of ensuring 

clarity of information etc, but there are a number of inter-organisational responses that can be 

made, for example: 

¶ Having a relationship with the MOD so they know how the organisation can help (Interview 

14) 

¶ A ‘whole system approach’ - connecting organisations and following the individual’s 

experience (Interview 1), and developing and maintaining an actual and/or virtual (web-

based) central co-ordinating and networking body (Interview 5) – through either the creation 

of a new one or one that is hosted within an existing organisation.   

¶ One participant offered the resources of their organisation to host discussions to progress 

this (Interview 4) 

¶ An up-dateable - and to be kept up to date – accessible Directory of national and local 

support that can be accessed readily and where referral criteria is very clear.  Whilst the 

Purple Book given to military families is an excellent reference source of services available, it 

is not accessible to civilian organisations.  Such a Directory would enable support 

organisations to signpost families to appropriate support more easily (Interview 4).  

¶ The development of support (emotional and practical) response pathways for different types 

of families  

¶ Increasing support to the existing networks around the family – for example, the Visiting 

Officers (Interview 4) 

¶ Less duplication and competitiveness and more collaboration between support services. 
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6.6.  PRACTICAL HELP  
 
Practical issues are very significant and can make a difference to how a family copes (Interview 10).  

The Armed Forces and some linked organisations such as SSAFA offer extensive support and advice 

on practical matters in the aftermath of the death, including on finances and pensions.   In addition, 

the comrades of the deceased can be very supportive – either formally through Regimental 

structures or informally as a group of friends – with practical issues such as helping the family to 

move house (Interview 11). 

 However, once families have relocated into civilian life and away from the Forces environment, 

these organisations may no longer be available, and practical issues take on a new importance.   

 

6.7.  SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

Although a great deal is now available to support families bereaved through military death, there 

appears to be a need for more counselling support, and for ‘disenfranchised groups’ including 

parents and children.  Some needs arise because of access and timing of support, and organisations 

may need to consider the quality of their support and how this is improved and maintained.  

Practical support,  in the context of the day-to-day routines of life, is an area where there is the least 

provision for families, and is especially important for them once they have left the military base and 

entered civilian life. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

The review of the literature and the findings from the Scoping study lead us to identify several 

conclusions. 

1. There has been no UK literature that reviews the provision of organisations to meet the 

needs of those bereaved through military death 

To date, we have found no evidence of any review of the existing literature or of a study that 

explores and critiques UK provision.  This is the first study to do so, and Forces Support – in funding 

this Review- has made an important contribution to the field.  

Nevertheless, there are a number of limitations to the Review.  It is a brief review.  It has not 

included the perspective of those who have been bereaved in these circumstances, and this remains 

an important area for study.  Making contact with the relevant people within the Armed Forces was 

a time-consuming and at times, difficult process. We were unable to interview a representative from 

either the Army or the RAF.  Several key civilian providers were unable to participate within the time 

frame, whilst others did not feel able to do so.  Further discussions with these organisations may 

have extended or revised some of the conclusions that are being drawn here.   

2. There is very little UK literature that focuses on the experiences of those bereaved through 

military death  

Several reports, commissioned by support organisations that have drawn upon the experience of 

these families, are now becoming available in the public domain.  This also remains an important are 

for study (see Item 10 below). 

3. There is a robust UK response to meeting the needs of those bereaved through military 

death for which more co-ordination may be helpful. 

These are high profile deaths, and in recent years, there appears to have been a robust response by 

the MOD, the Armed Forces, the civilian voluntary sector, and the general public to fund and provide 

services that respond to the needs of the bereaved.  The numbers of these organisations is 

increasing, which has consequences for funding within the sector, for access, and for effective 

signposting.  This will require a more co-ordinated effort. 

4. There is an uncertain demography of the bereaved. 

Although there are very few deaths each year of members of the Armed Forces, there is a lack of 

information that identifies the number and status of those who are bereaved, in terms of the 

relationship to the deceased.  This makes it difficult for organisations to plan their provision as the 

potential ‘demand’ is uncertain. The end of active engagement in Iraq and the planned withdrawal 

of forces from Afghanistan in the next three years suggest that the need for support organisations 

may diminish drastically.   However, the likelihood of UK Forces involvement in new theatres of war 

can neither be discounted nor assumed. 
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5. Not enough attention appears to be given to the on-going needs of the parents and the 

younger siblings of those who have died. 

Whilst provision for spouses and partners of the deceased has extended and improved, less 

attention has been paid to the needs of the parents and siblings of the deceased who, because of 

their status, may well be experiencing ‘disenfranchised’ grief. 

Childhood bereavement services are well rehearsed in meeting the needs of siblings and parents, 

and are in a strong position to take a lead in meeting the emotional the needs of this group. 

The ‘secondary adversities’ make bereavement through military death more likely to be different 

from that of civilians populations, and potentially more problematic. 

6. Bereavement though military death is different 

Different factors impact on the experience of bereavement.  Nevertheless, the major secondary 

adversities with which these families have to cope, makes their form of bereavement different and 

potentially very challenging.  The degree of adjustment that these families have to make is a direct 

result of their ‘military’ status and lifestyle.  Further understanding of their experience, and an 

understanding of the longer term consequences, especially for children, would be helpful to 

organisations.  

7. ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ΨǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƭƛŦŜ 

The Literature Review and the Scoping Study identify a number of factors that impact on the 

experience of the bereaved including the loss of their ‘military’ life.   Organisations suggest that 

there are tensions for both the Armed Forces in when to ‘hand over’ support of families to civilian 

organisations, and for families in when to relinquish their military life and close connections and 

return to civilian life.  This is a most challenging transition for families and is mediated by the level of 

emotional and practical support they receive both to make the transition and then to take up their 

new life. 

8. There are very few organisations offering support for the practical aspects of daily life. 

Very little attention has been paid in the literature to the practical aspects of bereavement through 

military death.  The major emphasis of organisations appears to be on emotional support and 

psychological well-being, and practical support in the form of advice and guidance that help with 

decision making or the provision of special events.  There appear to be very few organisations that 

are specially focused on meeting the practical needs - the routine activities - of everyday life.  The 

Dual Process Model of Grief suggests that the focus on the restorative dimensions of bereavement is 

as important as the focus on the emotional, grief aspects. For military families (in particular, spouses 

and partners with children), the loss includes the loss of a community that offers practical as well as 

emotional support.   

9. Offering practical support needs to take a number of issues into account 

There are challenges in offering a service to meet practical needs including ensuring the safety of 

both the ‘helper’ and the ‘helped’.  These include issues of competence, character references, and 

training. 
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10. There is a need for more research 

Although some reports are becoming available, and organisations working closely with bereaved 

people try to be attentive and responsive to their expressed needs, there is uncertainty about the 

nature of the differing needs of those affected by the death of a member of the Armed Forces 

(spouses/partners, children, parents and siblings), including the manner of their death (combat/non-

combat) and the consequences.  Such a study would enable a more sensitive ‘fine-tuning’ and 

appropriate targeting of support services. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

CƻǊŎŜǎ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΥ ΨLŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ and Mapping services for those bereaved 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŘŜŀǘƘǎΩ 

Gillian Chowns and I have recently begun a project funded by Forces Support 

(http://www.forcessupport.org.uk) and are emailing you to ask if you would agree to participate.  

Forces Support is a relatively new charity that has been set up to provide practical support for 

families of service personnel lost to war.  Because we have experience in the field of bereavement-

related research, we have been commissioned to undertake this project in the hope that the findings 

will enable them to situate themselves amongst existing service provision, and to help them make 

decisions about how best to use their resources. 

The focus of our work is to identify what are considered by supportive organisations to be the needs 

of families bereaved through military deaths and to map existing services /organisations that are 

making a contribution to meeting these.  On the basis of the findings we will be making 

recommendations to Forces Support.   

We are aware of your work in this area, and would welcome your participation.  This would involve 

being interviewed – most likely by telephone although there may be mutually beneficial 

circumstances in which a face-to-face meeting would be more appropriate or convenient.  The 

interview would take approximately 45 mins to an hour of your time (maximum).  In particular, we 

are interested in answers to the following questions: 

• What do you do/offer as an organisation to those bereaved through Military deaths? 
• What do you think are the needs of those bereaved as a result of military deaths? 
• Which agencies/charities are already providing support to those bereaved, under these 

circumstances and to whom? 
• What, in your view, are the difficulties encountered in providing support?  
• What more do you think needs to be done to provide effective and timely support to meet 

their needs? 
• What contribution do you think Forces Support can make to this? 
Please let me know if you would be willing to participate, and I will telephone you to negotiate a 

convenient time for an interview.  Please also contact me if you would like to discuss this further. 

With best wishes 
 
Dr. Elizabeth Rolls                                               Dr Gillian Chowns 
Honorary Research Fellow, Lancaster University                               Visiting Fellow, University of 
Honorary Research Fellow, University of Gloucestershire              Southampton 
Independent Researcher, Pegasus Projects                                        Co-director, Palliative Care Works 
 Email: lrolls@glos.ac.uk                                              Email: Gpatgc@aol.com  
  

mailto:lrolls@glos.ac.uk
mailto:Gpatgc@aol.com
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APPENDIX 2 

 

SOME OF THE ORGANISATIONS PROVIDING SUPPORT TO THOSE BEREAVED 

THROUGH MILITARY DEATH 

 

AFGHAN HEROES   

www.afghanheroes.org.uk 

 Afghan Heroes offers both Front Line and Home-Front support to service personnel operating in 

theatre in Afghanistan and their families.  They provide ‘home comfort’ supplies and gifts to those 

service personnel and promote, and embrace a new initiative ‘Thank The Troops’ to ensure the 

soldiers know they are not alone.   They also provide support to returning troops from Afghanistan 

to overcome difficulties by helping with vocational training, including: IT equipment, computers and 

printers, and assisting other minor charities in their work.  They also provide support groups for the 

‘families of the fallen’.   

 

ARMY FAMILIES FEDERATION 

www.aff.org.uk 

The Army Families Federation works to improve the quality of life for Army families.  It advocates 

changes to Government and military policy and changes to the delivery of how things are provided 

for families. This includes areas such as finance, housing and repairs, education, health and 

additional needs and employment.   It provides a signposting service.  

ARMY WIDOWS ASSOCIATION 

www.armywidows.org.uk 

A Bereavement Support Group offering comfort, support and friendship to the widows, widowers 

and dependants of Army personnel who die in service.   It tries to address some of the difficulties 

encountered after the death. 

 

ASPALS LEGAL PAGES 

www.aspals.com 

Lists legal firms specialising in military cases and international law and provides a web-based 

resource for military lawyers. 

 

BIG WHITE WALL 

www.bigwhitewall.com/my-account/login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f 

The ‘Big White Wall’ is an on-line support network for emotional issues.  It offers free online 

counselling and support to Armed Forces personnel, veterans and their families.  It is funded by the 

Department of Health and provided in partnership with the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation 

Trust to increase access to psychological support.    

 

CHILD BEREAVEMENT CHARITY   

www.childbereavement.org.uk 

The Child Bereavement Charity offers a range of indirect and direct levels of support for those 

bereaved through military death based on their foundational bereavement work where a child has 

been bereaved of a parent or sibling or where parent has been bereaved of a child.  

http://www.afghanheroes.org.uk/
http://www.aff.org.uk/
http://www.armywidows.org.uk/
http://www.aspals.com/
http://www.bigwhitewall.com/my-account/login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f
http://www.childbereavement.org.uk/
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To this they have added their understanding of the additional issues that families face when there is 

a military death.  In particular they: 

¶ Support civilian and military families, both when a child dies and when a child is bereaved 

¶ Educate professionals 

¶ Provide resources, a national support and information service, and an interactive website 

with an online forum for bereaved families. 

Their Schools Information Pack, which has been purchased by the MOD and added to the ‘Purple 

Book’, contains an article to help them understand the issues involved.   

 

CHILDHOOD BEREAVEMENT NETWORK 

cbn@ncb.org.uk 

The Childhood Bereavement Network (CBN) is a national, multi-professional federation of 

organisations and individuals working with bereaved children and young people.  CBN underpins 

their members’ work with essential support and representation: it brings them together across 

localities, disciplines and sectors to improve bereavement care for children. 

 

CRUSE 

www.cruse.org.uk 

Offers: 

¶ Support to those bereaved by a death from any cause, including in the UK Armed Forces 

¶ Signposting to services and support, including Cruse’s own network of volunteer support 

services 

CRUSE has funded a three year Armed Forces Project to support bereavement services within the 

Armed Forces which gives extensive information on Bereavement Support for Service Families in the 

Armed Forces (See www.cruse.org.uk/Military.html) 

 

DEFENCE MEDICAL WELFARE ASSOCIATION 

http://www.dmws.org.uk 

The Defence Medical Welfare Association is made up of Order of St John and Red Cross, and is a 

civilian organisation, contracted by the MOD offering tri-Service support since 1943. Their aim is to 

ensure the well-being of all Armed Forces personnel  by providing support for servicemen/women 

admitted to hospital (UK and abroad), and to their families.  They provide support for  

¶ Practical problems (for example, finding sets of clothing, shaving gear)  

¶ Emotional support to military personnel, their registered dependents and entitled civilians, 

in operational and non-operational areas.   

 

DISASTER ACTION 

www.disasteraction.org.uk 

Provides:  

¶ Free leaflets for distribution to survivors of and those bereaved by major disasters, for 

example, on ‘The Immediate Aftermath’; ‘Injury or Death Overseas’; ‘The Return of Personal 

Property’; ‘Guidelines for Interviews’ for those working with the bereaved.  

¶ A Forum offering support and advice, and a News section. 

 

mailto:cbn@ncb.org.uk
http://www.cruse.org.uk/
http://www.cruse.org.uk/Military.html
http://www.dmws.org.uk/
http://www.disasteraction.org.uk/


Rolls and Chowns           The needs of those bereaved through military death 
                                           A literature Review and Scoping Study for Forces Support Page 51 

FAB HOLIDAYS 

http://fabcamps.org.uk 

Families’ Activity Breaks (FAB) is a non-public funded, tri Service initiative in partnership with YHA 

(England & Wales) Ltd (see also YHA below) providing fun and challenging activity holidays around 

the UK for bereaved military families.  This can mean a parent, a step parent, or a child’s legal 

guardian, carer or sibling.  FAB is staffed by volunteers from the Armed Forces and Defence civilians 

who help as mentors and listeners.  They are trained by the Candle Project, a bereavement service 

run by St Christopher’s Hospice, London, who specialise in supporting children and young adults. 

MOD 

 

Chw/9{ /IL[5w9bΩ{ ¢w¦{¢ 

www.forceschildrenstrust.org 

Provides help and support to children whose father or mother has died, or has sustained life 

threatening injuries whilst serving as a member of the British Armed Forces. It gives help and 

support to children and their families, and, amongst its many areas of assistance, regularly organises 

educational and social events, bereavement counselling days and holidays where children can meet 

and interact with others similarly placed. The FCT recognises that each child is special and unique, 

and should an individual require help not provided directly by the Trust, such as professional 

psychological help, then they can assist financially where appropriate. 

 

FORCES SUPPORT 

www.forcessupport.org.uk 

Forces Support provides practical ‘hands on’ support for bereaved families of serving personnel lost 

in recent conflicts, and where possible aims to maintain a level of support for a 5-year period. They 

provide the labour and materials for general maintenance as well as gardening and return again 

through-out the 5 year period. 

HELP FOR HEROES 

www.helpforheroes.org.uk 

Help for Heroes raises money to support members of the Armed Forces who have been wounded.  

Current appeals include working with The Royal British Legion and other service charities in 

partnership with the MOD to deliver the multi-million pound Defence Recovery Capability (DRC) – a 

comprehensive pathway to help wounded, injured and sick personnel recover.  Help for Heroes also 

offers grants and is co-funding bereavement support to military families and children at Winston’s 

Wish (See below).   

 

HOLIDAYS FOR HEROES 

www.holidays4heroes.org 

Holidays for Heroes provides holidays and assistance for the families of injured personnel and for 

military widows and their families. 

 

IRWIN MITCHELL  

www.irwinmitchell.com 

Irwin Mitchell is a national legal practice offering, inter alia, specialised military legal advice. 

 

http://fabcamps.org.uk/
http://www.forceschildrenstrust.org/
http://www.forcessupport.org.uk/
http://www.helpforheroes.org.uk/
http://www.holidays4heroes.org/
http://www.irwinmitchell.com/
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www.jeremiahsjourney.org.uk 

Jeremiah's Journey is a bereavement service for bereaved children and young people and their 

families.  Their main focus is on running a short term therapeutic group programme.   They have also 

trained Visiting Officers about the needs of the bereaved child, and support local children and young 

people including those for whom deployment raises anxieties about the possible death of a parent. 

They are developing work around the repatriation ceremony.  

 

MILITARY FAMILIES SUPPORT GROUP  

www.mfsg.org.uk.  

Military Families Support Group is self-help group that offers help, support, information and 

guidance for anyone who has suffered the loss of a loved one while serving with the UK Armed 

Forces.  Useful sections include: 

¶ Memory Section allows for the creation of a permanent online memorial  

¶ Links and Resources section signposts to a number of websites, including the Forces 

Children’s Trust and the Forces Poetry website. 

 

NAVAL FAMILIES FEDERATION  

www.nff.org.uk 

In the absence of a Bereavement Support Group for Naval Personnel the Naval Families Federation 

acts as a point of contact for bereaved families sign posting them to relevant organisations for 

specific support and advice. 

 

RAF ASSOCIATION 

www.rafa.org.uk 

The RAF Association offers support to current members and veterans of the RAF and their families.  

It provides a number of welfare services including financial assistance, advice and representation 

with War Pensions and the Armed Forces Compensation Scheme, gift parcels for those serving 

abroad ‘home comforts’, and signposting.  Internet Cafes are being developed, and they manage the 

RAF Families Federation.  Their welfare initiative ‘Storybook Wings’ enables parents to record stories 

and poems for their children for when they are to be deployed.  

RAF WIDOWS ASSOCIATION 

www.rafcom.co.uk 

A Bereavement Support Group which offers support, comfort, friendship and advice to the newly 

bereaved whose partner was serving in the Royal Air Force at the time of their death. 

 

ROYAL BRITISH LEGION 

www.britishlegion.org.uk 

The Royal British Legion provides welfare to the whole Armed Forces family - serving, ex-Service and 

their dependants. They also campaign on a range of issues affecting Service people, are the 

custodian of Remembrance, and run the annual Poppy Appeal  

 

 

 

http://www.jeremiahsjourney.org.uk/
http://www.mfsg.org.uk/
http://www.nff.org.uk/
http://www.rafa.org.uk/
http://www.rafcom.co.uk/
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/
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For bereaved people, they offer: 

¶ Immediate Needs Grants for any Welfare needs: For bereaved families this can offer help to 

cover (for example) funeral costs and connected expenses, moving to new accommodation 

(expenses; furnishing and household appliances etc).  This scheme acts as a ‘gateway’ and 

provides an initial assessment of the welfare needs, from which they can signpost families to 

other services 

¶ Financial advice and advocacy: Can help with applications and appeals in relation to benefits 

including the War Widows pensions and Survivors lump sum payments 

¶ ‘Breaks’: For those who are recovering from a life changing event, such as an illness, 

bereavement  

¶ Independent Inquest Advice: Provides the families of those who have died in Service - 

including Reservists on active Service - with free, independent and expert legal advice and 

assistance. 

¶ Handy Van service: Trained volunteers carry out low-level but high impact home 

maintenance, for example, changing light bulbs and tap washers; putting up shelves, fitting 

smoke alarms. 

 

ROYAL CENTRE FOR DEFENCE MEDICINE 

www.uhb.nhs.uk/rcdm.htm 

The Royal Centre for Defence Medicine (RCDM) is a tri-service establishment that provides medical 

support to military operational deployments. It also provides secondary and specialist care for 

members of the armed forces. It is a dedicated training centre for defence personnel and a focus for 

medical research.   The RCDM is based at the new Queen Elizabeth Hospital Birmingham, with 

defence personnel fully integrated with NHS staff to treat both military and civilian patients. The 

Trust also holds the contract for providing medical services to military personnel evacuated from 

overseas via the “Aero med service”. Its bereavement Care Project offers early intervention 

bereavement support.   Military deaths are an important issue in the project’s work.  A pilot project 

is supporting military personnel who have witnessed death of colleagues or civilians, families of the 

deceased including children, and families of witnesses. It offers a listening ear, a confidential 

channel, an attempt to co-ordinate services. 

 

ROYAL MARINES WELFARE 

www.modoracle.com/service_welfare/rmwo.html  

Royal Marines Welfare, comprising Welfare Officers, civilian staff and a bank of voluntary support 

workers, provides support to personnel and families when they experience any sort of social or 

emotional difficulty that has an impact on their work.  This includes support for any death in service. 

They have been trained to work with bereaved families, support them through grieving process, sign 

post them to other services as necessary.  Practical support can involve media-shielding, funeral 

arrangements, repatriation, and introduction to the MOD Coroner’s office. Can offer financial advice 

but also will signpost to experts. They can call on family support workers to do some practical tasks.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhb.nhs.uk/rcdm.htm
http://www.modoracle.com/service_welfare/rmwo.html
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http://rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk 

The Royal Navy and Royal Marines Children’s Fund provides direct support to children whose 

parents work, or have worked, for the Naval Service, in areas including childcare, special needs 

education and in-home support in times of crisis.  The needs of children and their work to meet 

these are outlined in their report.   Available at:  

http://rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk/uploads/overlooked_casualties_of_conflict_report.pdf 

They receive applications from a number of sources including themselves, The Royal Naval 

Benevolent Trust and The Royal British Legion.   They also work with charities such as Royal 

Wanstead Children’s Foundation to provide total care packages. 

 

ROYAL NAVAL AND ROYAL MARINES WIDOWS ASSOCIATION 

www.rnrmwidowsassociation.org 

The Royal Naval and Royal Marines Widows Association, formed in 2008, bring friendship, support, 

guidance and comfort to those who have experienced the trauma of bereavement by: 

¶ Offering support and friendship to the bereaved whose spouse/recognised partner  (that is, 

they are now in receipt of financial support by way of pension or other by the Ministry of 

Defence) was serving in the Royal Navy or Royal Marines at the time of their death 

¶ Helping the bereaved and their children to address issues  with Royal Navy and Royal Marine 

organisations 

¶ Working with the Royal Navy and Royal Marines and Ministry of Defence to improve their 

approach to the bereaved widows/widowers/recognised partners  

¶ Ensuring representation in relevant forums such as the Defence Bereaved Families Working 

Party meetings. 

 

SALVATION ARMY 

www.salvationarmy.org.uk 

As well as their diverse portfolio of work, during times of war and conflict, the Red Shield services of 

the Salvation Army supports the families left behind at the base practically and spiritually. 

 

SERVICE CHILDREN SUPPORT NETWORK 

www.servicechildrensupportnetwork.com 

Service Children Support Network are a group of education and welfare professionals who work 

collaboratively with the Service community and associated organisations to encourage and facilitate 

the provision of high-quality support to Service children and their families.  Their purpose is to train, 

inform, skill up professionals who work with service families.  These include staff from: 

¶ Education, such as teachers, support workers, SENCO’s, Governors 

¶ Health, such as CAMHS, NHS; Mental Health nurses 

¶ Local Authority, such as Early intervention; Speech and Language Therapists;  

¶ Military Units, such as Welfare officers, Naval Social Workers 

¶ Other Military Charities, such as SSAFA; Combat Stress; Service Children’s Education  

¶ Other charities: Seesaw; Child Bereavement Charity; Barnado’s 

They do not work with families directly, but have a families’ page on their website which signposts 

them to other organisations.  They also undertake research. 

http://rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk/
http://rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk/uploads/overlooked_casualties_of_conflict_report.pdf
http://www.rnrmwidowsassociation.org/
http://www.salvationarmy.org.uk/
http://www.servicechildrensupportnetwork.com/
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SERVICE PERSONNEL & VETERANS AGENCY  

See Veteran’s Agency below 
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www.scottyslittlesoldiers.co.uk 

 

Scotty’s Little Soldiers raises funds through events, donations, merchandising and corporate 

sponsorships. Children receive letters, cards, gifts, tickets for events and or fees for local sports or 

activities. In the long term, they plan to buy a holiday home, so that families can take short breaks. 

 

SEESAW - GRIEF SUPPORT FOR THE YOUNG IN OXFORDSHIRE 

www.seesaw.org.uk 

SeeSaw helps any family who lives in Oxfordshire with a child 0-18 years bereaved of a close family 

member both before and after a major bereavement.  It offers the same service to those bereaved 

through military death including: 

¶ A  home assessment visit and parents are given written/verbal advice information and 

support to meet the needs of their child  

¶ If requested, a Volunteer Support Worker is allocated to undertake 1:1 work with the child 

¶ Group/coffee morning meetings for children and/or parents   

¶ A visit to schools by specialist schools worker. 

 

SSAFA FORCES HELP 

www.ssafa.org.uk 

SSAFA Forces Help supports ‘those who serve’ but also offers support to people bereaved through 

military death.  It offers opportunity to talk to others who have lost a loved one who was serving in 

the Armed Forces, including parents, partners, grandparents, fiancées, girlfriends and anyone who is 

part of the family unit and feels they would benefit.  Support is organised in different ways: 

¶ Support groups for Bereaved families 

¶ 18+ Bereaved Siblings Support Group – ‘to talk, to laugh and get support’.  Involves activities 

to develop self esteem and build confidence 

SSAFA works closely with the War Widows Association and has a contract from the MOD to provide 

Welfare services for the RAF including adoption and disability support. 

 

TEN FOR TEN   

www.tenforten.co.uk 

The Ten For Ten appeal raises funds  to provide long term care, rehabilitation and training for those 

who have suffered or been wounded.  All the money raised by the Ten for Ten appeal goes directly 

to two of the largest military charities, Help for Heroes (see above) and ABF The Soldiers’ Charity 

who offer financial support to serving and retired soldiers and their families. 

 

VETERANS UK 

www.veterans-uk.info/ 

The Service Personnel & Veterans Agency (SPVA) provides pay, pension and support services to both 

Military Personnel and the Veterans Community.  Amongst its activities, it administers: 

http://www.scottyslittlesoldiers.co.uk/
http://www.seesaw.org.uk/
http://www.ssafa.org.uk/
http://www.tenforten.co.uk/
http://www.veterans-uk.info/
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¶ The Armed Forces Compensation which provides compensation, irrespective of fault, across 

the full range of circumstances in which illness, injury or death may arise as a result of 

Service.  The Scheme covers all Regular and Reserve personnel whose injury, ill health or 

death is predominantly caused by Service on or after 6 April 2005.   

¶ Pensions, including the assessment, award, payment and maintenance of all pensions 

relating to Service in the Armed Forces. 

¶ The Joint Casualty and Compassionate Centre which provides a 24/7 service to members of 

the Armed Forces, and co-ordinates all work relating to current military fatalities, injuries 

and compassionate cases, including family liaison and repatriation.  

¶ The Storage of Wills - The MOD provides a package of personnel support services to the 

Armed Forces, including one to one assistance on deceased estates matters for the families 

of those killed in Service and the safe storage of wills.  

¶ Medals and veterans badges. 

VICTIMS VOICE 

www.victimsvoice.co.uk  

Victims Voice helps with:  

¶ Issues that may arise through involvement, as a result of sudden, traumatic death, with 

police, coroner, mortuaries, hospitals and courts. 

¶ Signposts to the Ministry of Defence report ‘Boards of Inquiry and Coroner’s Inquests– 

Information for Bereaved Families’ (via the ‘Information and Leaflets’ button). 

 

WAR WIDOWS ASSOCIATION 

www.warwidowsassociation.org.uk 

The War Widows Association works to improve the conditions of war widows, widowers and their 

dependants and recipients of benefits from the Armed Forces Compensation Scheme 2005. It also 

offers friendship and support to all military widow/ers. 

 

WHITE ENSIGN ASSOCIATION 

www.whiteensign.co.uk 

The White Ensign Association informs and provides guidance to all serving and former members of 

the Royal Navy, Royal Marines, their Reserves and also to their dependants by providing: 

¶ General guidance in connection with investments, house purchase, insurance (including 

educational costs and school fees); pensions and commutation 

¶ Information and advice to any such persons seeking to establish themselves in trade or 

business, and giving suitable introductions to, any such persons seeking employment in 

finance, commerce or industry 

¶ General information and advice to those leaving the Service and seeking to settle in civilian 

life  

¶ Information and advice on general personal administrative matters in suitable cases 

appropriate to the position and facilities of the Association. 

 

 

 

http://www.victimsvoice.co.uk/
http://www.warwidowsassociation.org.uk/
http://www.whiteensign.co.uk/
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www.winstonswish.org.uk 

Winston’s Wish offers practical support and guidance to families, professionals and anyone 

concerned about a grieving child, including a specialist service for bereaved children and young 

people from military families.  The programme of support enables military families who have 

experienced the death of a parent or sibling to receive a full package of bereavement support which 

can include: 

¶ Face to face meetings with an allocated family worker, 

¶ Support in coping with the bereavement  

¶ Access to a residential group programme alongside other military bereaved families 

(believed to be the most effective programme of support for children bereaved through 

traumatic and unexpected death). 

 

 

US-BASED ORGANISATION 

   

TRAGEDY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM FOR SURVIVORS  

http://www.taps.org 

The Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors Offers support, advice, information and counselling, 

including: 

¶ the Taps Peer Support Network,  

¶ Grief Support Services with access to peer chat groups for parents, siblings, fiancés/fiancées, 

widows/ widowers and ‘battle buddies’.  

¶ Professional education and online training 

¶ Signposting to bereavement support groups, external counselling services , websites and  

organisations for the bereaved across the US 

¶ Resources to Comfort/Help section including a Survivor Care Package which has a section on 

Children’s Response to Trauma and a Survivor’s Guide to (US) Benefits. 

 

 

  

http://www.winstonswish.org.uk/
http://www.taps.org/
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APPENDIX 3 

TYPOLOGY OF ORGANISATIONAL PROVISION 

Please note that this is not an exclusive list 

 

Advocacy work ς  

Mediating families’ experience 

with the MOD or the coronial 

system, lobbying and influencing 

policy 

Army Families Federation  

Childhood Bereavement Network  

Royal Marines Welfare 

Royal Naval and Royal Marines Widows Association  

Victims Voice 

War Widows Association 

Emotional support-  

Friendship, support, and 

counselling  

 

Afghan Heroes 

Army Widows Association 

 ‘Big White Wall’  

Child Bereavement Charity  

CRUSE 

Defence Medical Welfare Association 

Forces Children’s Trust 

Jeremiah’s Journey  

Military Families Support Group  

RAF Widows Association 

Royal Marines Welfare 

Royal Naval and Royal Marines Widows Association 

Salvation Army 

Seesaw - Grief Support for the Young In Oxfordshire 

SSAFA Forces Help 

University Hospital, Birmingham NHS Foundation Trust: 

Bereavement Care Project 

War Widows Association 

Winston’s Wish 

Infrastructure support 

Supporting other organisations 

 

Afghan Heroes 

Help For Heroes 

Royal Centre for Defence Medicine 

Royal Navy and Royal Marines Children’s Fund 

SSAFA Forces Help 

Ten for Ten   

Practical Support ς  

Helping people make decisions 

and choices 

Aspals Legal Pages 

Child Bereavement Charity  

Disaster Action 

Irwin Mitchell  

Military Families Support Group RAF Widows Association 

Royal British Legion 

Royal Marines Welfare 

Veterans UK 

White Ensign Association  

Winston’s Wish 
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Practical Support ς  

Offering ‘special’ activities that 

are not part of the usual run of 

day-to-day life 

FAB Holidays(MOD/YHA) 

Forces Children’s Trust 

Holidays For Heroes 

Royal British Legion 

Scotty’s Little Soldiers 

Practical Support ς  

Undertaking practical activities 

that relate to the smooth running 

of everyday life 

Afghan Heroes 

Defence Medical Welfare Association 

Forces Support 

Royal British Legion 

Royal Marines Welfare 

Royal Naval and Royal Marines Children’s Fund 

Salvation Army 

Training/Guiding staff 

 

Child Bereavement Charity  

Childhood Bereavement Network  

CRUSE  

Service Children Support Network 

 

 

 


