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Abstract 

Children, pedestrians and pedacyclists are considered vulnerable road users, and are more likely to die in an 

auto crash.  In 2009 244 child pedestrians and 74 child pedacyclists were killed in the United States 

(NHTSA, 2010). My study describes through the narratives of bereaved parents how they navigate grief 

and loss with an emphasis on how they make meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss. Eight parents 

who lost a child between 1992 and 2009 were interviewed in 2013. The interview data (along with data 

from social media and memorial websites) was analyzed from a symbolic interactionist perspective to gain 

insights into the subjective experiences of grief and meaning restructuring among this population of the 

bereaved. It may be concluded that such grief is prolonged, is complicated and consistent with extant grief 

literature and life-long in its effect on surviving parents. The death represents an event horizon from which 

parent grievers live out the rest of their lives. This study gives voice to a marginalized group of grievers 

and indicates a need for further research among populations of those affected by vulnerable road user 

fatalities. 
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INTRODUCTION  

There were 244 pedestrians and 74 pedacyclists aged 14 and younger killed in the United States in 

2009 (NHTSA 2010). One of the pedestrian fatalities was Zachary Michael Cruz. He was five years old 

and he wanted to be an astronaut and a scientist and a doctor. He loved vanilla milk and baseball, among 

many other things. He was crossing the street in the company of three other children and an adult in a 

marked crosswalk within sight of his after school daycare program when he was struck down by a 

distracted driver on a Friday afternoon. The motorist rolled through the stop sign before turning left into the 

group in the crosswalk. He was never charged with a traffic violation. Zachary’s death and his family’s 

grief were lived 317 more times that year1. When any child dies it is a painful, tragic, incommensurable 

loss. When more than 20 die each month leaving behind grieving families, it is a social problem and it is 

proper for social scientists to ask questions and look for answers. This is my humble effort to honor 

Zachary; to ask questions and find answers in the lived experiences of the bereaved.  In the case of this 

study I have illuminated how grief is navigated and how meaning making is attained in parents who lose a 

child to a vulnerable road user fatality. Mine is an exploratory, qualitative study which describes, through 

the narratives of bereaved parents, how they navigate grief and loss with an emphasis on how they make 

meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss.  

In a document sponsored by the U.S. Department of Transportation Zeeger, et al (2010) defined 

vulnerable road users as follows: 

The term Vulnerable Road Users (VRU‘s) may be generally defined as the road users 

who are most at risk for serious injury or death when they are involved in a motor-

vehicle-related collision. These include pedestrians of all ages, types and abilities, 

particularly older pedestrians and people with disabilities. VRU‘s also include bicyclists 

and motorcyclists. Older drivers may also be considered to fit into this same user group. 

1 A total of 630 pedalcyclists were killed in motor vehicle crashes in 2009. The 14-and-younger age group accounted for 74 of 
those fatalities. An estimated 51,000 pedalcyclists were injured in motor vehicle traffic crashes. Seventeen percent (or an estimated 
8,000) of the pedalcyclists who were injured were age 14 and younger. In 2009, there were an additional 179,000 children age 14 
and younger injured. (NHTSA, 2010). 
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Eight parents who lost a child through road crashes were interviewed. Their lost children are by 

definition, vulnerable road users; a three year old boy who got a brand new red ‘Radio Flyer’ for his 

birthday, and not knowing how to steer it flew out into the road and was immediately struck; two young 

cyclists (one seven and another 13); and a five, ten and 36 year old pedestrian.  The interviews were quasi-

structured and explored grief and meaning making. Symbolic interactionism was used to analyze the 

participants’ narratives in light of Robert A. Neimeyer’s (2000) recent work in meaning reconstruction. 

Among theorists and practitioners in grief work, meaning reconstruction denotes the concept by which 

grief ‘resolution’ is obtained for the bereaved through a social process of constructing and reconstructing 

their narratives in an attempt to make sense of their loss, to find meaning in the death, and to find meaning 

in their new, albeit different lives.  My study begins to fill a gap in academic literature regarding bereaved 

parents and vulnerable road user fatalities and presents an often unacknowledged reality to traffic safety 

enforcers, educators, and policy makers.  Research on grief has moved from a general consideration of grief 

to a more careful examination of complicated grief and the factors that contribute to its complication. These 

parents may be considered marginalized by virtue of the fact that their grief experiences are not 

acknowledged by (or even comprehensible to) western normative views of grief and grieving. My research 

is the next natural step in understanding, with more specificity, a single culture of bereaved parents with a 

predisposition to complicated grief because of specific grief complicating factors. My study of how parents 

navigate grief and loss with an emphasis on how they make meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss is a 

qualitative exploration of this singular marginalized population of bereaved parents. 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The loss of a child cannot be quantified – nor is it my intention to attempt such a study – I mention this 

to point out that pain exists under the surface of statistical data regarding road crash fatalities. For example, 

the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA 2010) lists the following statistics on their 

website2: 

• In 2009, 4,092 pedestrians were killed and an estimated 59,000 were injured in traffic crashes in the 

United States. On average, a pedestrian was killed every two hours and injured every nine minutes in 

traffic crashes. 

• Children age 15 and younger accounted for 7 percent of the pedestrian fatalities in 2009 and 25 percent 

of all pedestrians injured in traffic crashes. 

• In 2009, one-fifth of the children between the ages of 5 and 9 killed in traffic crashes were pedestrians 

and forty percent of all young (under 16) pedestrian fatalities occurred in the afternoon. 

When I read these statistics I feel the pain of each one of these losses. The topics of death and grieving at 

transportation safety conferences and in public policy debates regarding transportation safety are 

conspicuously absent. They are not comfortable topics. The death and the pain that lie at the heart of 

vulnerable road user safety is as uncomfortable a topic as can be introduced. It is much safer to look at 

statistics from the perspective of a cost-benefit analysis to justify policy and advocacy directions. These 

statistics on fatalities, however disturbing, fail to get at the true value of the loss. Children become numbers 

and their parents and surviving family members remain non-existent in the dialogues that ensue. Even 

among professionals concerned with transportation safety, confronting the underlying reality associated 

with the statistics day in and day out is overwhelming. A number in a pie chart or graph is not the same as a 

child with a crushed skull bleeding to death in the street right before your eyes. The sensationalized flash-

in-the-pan local media coverage these tragedies engender also fails to capture the lifelong debilitating loss 

and pain that the bereaved suffer, and public as well as private responses to child road crash fatalities is not 

2 I chose to use 2009 data because that was the year that my grand-nephew, Zachary Michael Cruz was killed. Sadly, data from 
subsequent years has not changed substantially. 
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sufficient to the needs of the bereaved.  “In light of the significance of child death as a traumatic experience 

for parents, research on parental bereavement is more limited than might be expected” (Rogers et al. 

2008:203). Though my assessment of why this paucity of qualitative research exists is conjecture, the fact 

that it is “more limited than might be expected” is supported by Rogers et al. (2008); this study begins to 

flesh out one specific area of understanding in grief research. 

My study gives voice to those most affected by these fatalities and provides greater awareness of 

the toll of these tragic deaths. It is important to consider road user fatality grief as a public issue rather than 

a private trouble (Mills 1959:8) because this frames new avenues for change. What I studied is how parents 

navigate grief and loss with an emphasis on how they make meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss. It 

is my hope that this study will help to create a more thoroughgoing, sociologically viable lens through 

which to view vulnerable road user crash fatalities and the true cost to those so bereaved. I further hope that 

this wider, more inclusive view will better inform public policy as well as public and private action. The 

navigation of grief and sense making activities are intrinsically socio-cultural in nature. Looking at grief 

from a sociological perspective allows us to examine attachments and social bonds from structural, 

interactional, and situational frameworks (Charmaz 1980).  I conducted personal interviews with bereaved 

parents to examine, from a sociological perspective, patterns within their grief processes, interactional 

meaning making strategies, and situational grief complicating factors of child vulnerable road user 

fatalities.   

When a child dies in a preventable road crash fatality, our society loses the promise of that child 

(perhaps the cure for cancer or the little President that could…). The debilitating grief that grips families 

of road crash fatalities, and doesn’t let go, forever alters the social stimulus value of those bereaved, further 

affecting the fabric of society as a whole. I imagine the life trajectories of the motorists who accidentally 

kill a child are likewise deeply affected, though that is beyond the scope of this research. For Mills the 

public issue is created when a private trouble affects a greater portion of the population than just those 

immediately plagued by the event. Based on this, the ripple effect of these types of preventable fatalities 

qualifies it for the status of a Millsian public issue.   
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Admittedly, it is less clear why a study of grief (in this instance, vulnerable road user fatality 

grief) ought to be explored from a sociological perspective or why it is a public issue.  Yet, as sociologists 

we need to build upon our understanding of death and its attendant grief in all of its many representations.   

Our social obligation to  illuminate and reduce the causes of suffering when many of those causes are based 

on socially constructed norms (i.e. driving,  distracted driving, insufficient grief support response) in which 

we participate, is the imperative that drives this sociological work. To explicate the sociological imperative 

for this study, I can find no better endorsement than the words of Lynn Smith-Lovin (1995): 

When do our collective feelings reinforce the existing social order, and when do they 

spawn changes in social structures? (Smith-Lovin 1995:118).  

 Smith-Lovin’s question represents a poignant imperative. Numerous calls for more in-depth 

qualitative research into the grief processes of bereaved parents have been made dating back to the 1980’s 

(Stroebe et al. 2001:755; Rogers et al. 2008:203; Currier 2006:408; Charmaz, 1980:24; Stroebe et al. 

2001:755; Riches & Dawson 1996) making it critical to “spawn changes in social structures” (Smith-Lovin 

1995:118).  We need to hear what bereaved parents of child fatalities have to say.  Our social fabric is 

inexorably linked to a culture of the western normative view that children should outlive their parents. 

Child death turns that expectation on its head and places these parents in the unenviable position of social 

misfits. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

In all cultures, in all times, death has been an integral part of social life. As Peter Berger so aptly 

points out, “Every human society is, in the last resort, men banded together in the face of death” (1969:51). 

In the United States more than 50,000 children die every year (U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, 

2000); in 2009, two-hundred forty-four of those deaths were child pedestrians and 74 were child 

pedacyclists (NHTSA, 2010).  

The literature shows that grief is a socially constructed reaction to death, that certain individual 

facts relating to death, particularly the death of a child, negatively impact the lives of the bereaved, and that 

a need to understand these facts is warranted in the field of sociological inquiry. As society is socially 

constructed, so too reactions to death are socially constructed; grief is socially constructed, and as such, is 

an appropriate area of study in the field of sociology (Nowatzki 2009; Rogers et al. 2008; Charmaz & 

Milligan 2006; Stroebe et al. 2001; Riches 1996; Clarke 1993; Knapp 1986; Charmaz 1980). Robert A. 

Neimeyer, whose extensive research in meaning reconstruction is central to my research framework, writes 

that “… the very terms in which we construe death and grief are cultural artifacts, as are the social roles 

we assign to survivors” (Neimeyer 2000:553). It is with this in mind that we turn our attention to the 

characteristics of grief and meaning making that frame and inform this study. 

Grief 

Grief, the primary response to the death of a loved one, has been the subject of much study and 

Western societal analysis (Nowatzki 2009; Rogers et al. 2008; Charmaz & Milligan 2006; Stroebe et al. 

2001; Rosenblatt 2000; Riches 1996; Lister 1991; Knapp 1986; Lofland 1985; Charmaz 1980). Riches, 

Rosenblatt, Nowatzki, and Charmaz & Milligan (2006) explore societal constructions of grief in Western 

societies (particularly the U.S.) and find that our society is “characterized by a pervasive fear of death and 

lack of norms concerning social responses to death” (cited in Nowatzki 2009:105). We treat grief as “non-

routine and irrational and then minimize and bureaucratize it” (Charmaz & Milligan 2006:525) which 

affects how we respond to loss and construct the experience of grief (Charmaz & Milligan 2006).  With 

7 
 



regards to grief and the death of a child, Riches (1996) cites the lower infant mortality rate in “advanced 

societies” and the absence of established rituals as germane to the difficulty parents have in navigating 

grief. In our culture after the minimally ritual sympathy card and memorial service, mourners are expected 

to handle their loss on their own (Rosenblatt 2000:94). 

 In the U.S. grief is dealt with on an individual level and the social norm is to fear death and avoid 

it when it presents. This is perhaps even truer for child death, the thought of which terrifies any parent. 

When child death occurs our individual and collective social responses are socially constructed, and as such 

are subject to sociological inquiry. One such inquiry, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s groundbreaking 1969 treatise 

On Death and Dying, begins with a discussion of the history of early childhood morbidity and continues 

with the query, “what happens to man in a society bent on ignoring or avoiding death[?]” (11). Five  grief 

reactions discussed by Kübler-Ross are Denial and Isolation; Anger; Bargaining; Depression; and 

Acceptance. Thirty-six years later, Kübler-Ross partnered with David Kessler (2005) to revisit the stage 

theory of grief in light of meaning making. With the stages intact, Kübler-Ross and Kessler clarified some 

misinterpretations of her previous work, while applying the stages of grief as she had originally 

conceptualized them to the new models of meaning making within bereavement research and practice. 

While stage models of grief are difficult to incorporate into process models of grief, which reject linear 

progression toward resolution, the stages Kübler-Ross introduced in 1969 (and subsequent iterations by 

other theorists) remain useful theoretical conceptual tools for studying loss and bereavement. Significantly, 

Charmaz contends that the “analysis of grief cannot be separated from the context in which it is 

experienced and expressed” (1980:286) and later ties the study of intense grief to sociological aspects of 

self, social attachments, social structure and culture (Charmaz & Milligan, 2006). In his Sociology of 

Death, David Clark advocated for a larger role in the study of death within the discipline of sociology: 

Given the indivisibility of social representations of death and of high modernity itself, 

death should not be marginalized [as] a sub-specialty within [sociology]. Rather, death 

should be of central significance to the discipline as a whole (1993:4). 
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 Current literature on grief which posits that grief is perceived as ‘non-routine’, then ‘minimized 

and bureaucratized’ (Charmaz & Milligan 2006), that childhood morbidity and the response thereto is 

subject to historically germane contexts (Kübler-Ross (1969) that cannot be separated from the analysis of 

grief (Charmaz 1980), and finally the consensus that grief is a proper object of sociological inquiry 

(Charmaz & Milligan 2006; Stroebe et al. 2001; Rosenblatt 2000; Riches 1996; Clark 1993; Lister 1991; 

Knapp 1986; Lofland 1985; Charmaz 1980) informs  this study by creating a precedent for the study of 

parental grief from a sociological perspective. Of particular note is Arlie Hochschild’s take on feelings as a 

social construct: 

One thing I know is that feelings are social. Joy, sadness, anger…despair, anguish, 

grief—all these feelings are partly social. …Feeling is elicited by interactions we 

experience, remember, or imagine having with people in our lives. Feelings are social in 

that sense. …We evaluate the fit between a particular feeling and context in light of what 

I call “feeling rules,” which are themselves rooted in culture. …If, as C.Wright Mills 

said, the job of sociology is to trace the links between private troubles and pubic issues, 

the sociology of emotion is—or should be—at the very heart of sociology (2008:80).  

With vulnerable road user fatalities, the proliferation of motor vehicles as a mode of 

transportation, the advent of technostractions3 and the potential preventability of these fatalities 

encompasses the new socio-historical context within which this ‘private trouble’ exists.  

Complicated Grief   

Complicated grief is understood to be a major life crisis (Rubin & Malkinson 2001) marked by 

prolonged feelings of “helplessness, intense anxiety… emptiness, aimlessness, hollowness… irritability, 

bitterness, anger, and gut-wrenching sadness and sorrow” (Knapp 1986:77). Complicated grief creates 

substantial barriers to the resolution of grief (Knapp 1986). The loss of a child can lead to particularly 

devastating and prolonged grief reactions (Robinson 2006) and is itself considered a risk factor for 

3 This is a term I coined to encompass the wide variety of technological distractions that have become features in modern day travel 
(cell phones, navigation systems, sound systems and so on). 
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‘complicated grief’. Parents so bereaved may be considered an “at-risk” population (Robinson 2006; Rubin 

& Malkinson 2001; Rando 1986). Robinson (2006:680) suggests that “select personality traits seem to 

predispose people to engage in particular methods of coping that tend to be more or less effective in 

ameliorating the intensity of grief.” The presence or absence of these traits may positively or negatively 

impact a grieving parent’s “at-risk” status. 

In a longitudinal study of the functioning of bereaved parents Rogers et al. remarked that “better 

functioning was not more likely with greater time since the death” (2008:209) and found that “bereavement 

for a deceased child might contribute to persistent problems lasting over several decades for many parents” 

(2008:209). A trend in U.S. culture is to over-medicalize complicated grief (Riches 1996). The tendency to 

pathologize grief symptoms in the U.S. has been called into question in sociological studies of the bereaved 

(Charmaz & Milligan 2006; Riches 1996; Rando 1991; Charmaz 1980). Labeling complicated grief as 

‘neurotic’, ‘dysfunctional’, ‘mal-adaptive’ or ‘abnormal’ imply judgments on the bereaved (Charmaz and 

Milligan 2006). From a psychological perspective, Rando (1991) argues that acute and chronic grief (for 

parents) is normal and needs understanding rather than ‘curing’. Charmaz concurs, stating:  

…the cultural view of grief as a disease to be “worked out” and “gotten over” does not 

reflect the actual experiences of many bereaved. For them, life is never the same, grief is 

never wholly “resolved,” and they never quite recapture the selves they had before the 

loss (Charmaz 1980:283). 

David Nelson (2013), a transportation associate at Project for Public Spaces in New York, identifies what 

he calls the ‘accident axiom’ which has two main corollaries (Inherent Risk and Reckless Driver). The 

axiom refers to the social phenomenon of blaming the victim of vulnerable road user fatalities or 

demonizing the negligent driver, while holding harmless ‘non-negligent’ drivers The cultural context that 

implicitly condones the media and police practice of this axiom and the resultant increase in complicated 

grieving for those afflicted is but one aspect of grief complicating factors that clearly suggests a 

sociological solution.  In the next section, I will discuss the specific factors which complicate grief as 

discussed in the extant literature. 
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Grief Complicating Factors 

As Stroebe et al. point out about the grieving process: 

We still do not have answers in sufficient detail to the questions raised in the 1970s and 

1980s about differential vulnerabilities (e.g., causes of death of bereaved subgroups 

across the duration of bereavement) (Stroebe et al. 2001:755). 

The ‘differential vulnerabilities’ that many parents of vulnerable road user fatalities experience (grief 

complicating factors) are the sudden unanticipated nature of the death; the parent-child bond; the 

preventability or perceived preventability of the death; the presence of a ‘perpetrator’; and  diminishing 

social support due to the nature and length of ‘complicated grief.’  Parents who have experienced the death 

of a child through motor vehicle crashes share this set of unique experiential features and this makes them a 

culture unto themselves. While each of these grief complicating factors has been studied to some extent, 

and in some other contexts, to my knowledge, no study to date has looked exclusively at this particular 

culture of the bereaved and the combined grief complicating factors that sets them apart from other grievers 

– my study begins to fill this gap in current research. 

 The loss of a child (regardless of the cause) can lead to complicated grief responses (Charmaz & 

Milligan 2006; Robinson 2006; Rubin & Malkinson 2001; Lofland 1985). Child road crash fatalities most 

usually involve a motor vehicle driver unknown to the parents or the child (SafeKids USA 2007). This 

unknown ‘other’ is held to blame for the death of the child. In some instances the person is known to the 

family, a family member, or the parent themselves. With children the sudden, unanticipated, violent, often 

preventable nature of these fatalities usually at the hands of an ‘other’ creates a unique ‘culture of the 

bereaved’ (Walter 1998) defined by an integrative pattern of experiences, knowledge, beliefs, and 

behaviors that is shared by a group. This overwhelming concentration of complicating factors has the 

potential to compound grief. Each of these grief complicating factors has been studied independently, and 

in various combinations within the contexts of different kinds of death. Because this study dealt specifically 

with vulnerable road users and how parents navigate grief and loss with an emphasis on how they make 
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meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss, many of these grief complicating factors presented in the 

parent’s narratives. 

While I am unaware of any other research that addresses my research population specifically, 

research on some individual components of child fatalities and the relationship of those components to grief 

and meaning making among survivors does exist, though in a piecemeal fashion. Researchers have studied 

the suddenness of death (Rubin & Malkinson 2001; Knapp 1986; Charmaz 1980), the violence of murder 

(Armour 2006; Currier 2006; Knapp 1986), the senselessness of suicide (Armour 2006; Charmaz & 

Milligan 2006; Stroebe et al. 2001; Knapp 1986), and the preventability of accidental death (Armour 2006; 

Knapp 1986; Rosenblatt 1983) as they relate to grief, complicated grief, meaning making, and grief 

processes among surviving parents. The components of grief outlined above may be present when death 

occurs at any age, and may plague grievers regardless of their relationship to the deceased. However, of 

particular importance to my study is the grief processes experienced by parents whose grief is exacerbated 

by the parent child bond discussed in the next section. 

• Parent Child Bond  

The love of a parent for his or her child is perhaps the closest bond experienced by human beings. 

The fact of parenthood can create a parent child bond that ties the existence of the child to the subjective 

knowledge of the parent’s self. When this bond is unnaturally severed the parent’s subjective interpretation 

of the self is often strained to the breaking point. Charmaz & Milligan define “projective identification” as 

“attributing aspects of self to another person” and states that this is most evident in the parent-child bond 

(2006:521). When the child dies, the “assumptive world” (Currier 2006) of the parent is shattered and 

restructuring of the self becomes a necessary component of the grieving process (Charmaz & Milligan 

2006; Currier 2006; Rubin & Malkinson 2001; Knapp 1986; Charmaz 1980). Significantly, Charmaz & 

Milligan found that “a changed self emerges” (2006:534). A reorganization of the subjective self is a likely 

outcome of grief work among bereaved parents: 
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Since everywhere and always humans form attachments, everywhere and always they 

know grief. But … the character of that grief - its shape and texture and length - is quite 

variable. [Grief studies] tell us...about the diverse patterning of [human] interdependence, 

variations in human attachments, and ‘the many different ways of being’ that we call the 

human condition (Charmaz 1980 cited in Lofland 1985:181). 

The significance and intensity of human attachments is found to play a substantial role in the processes of 

grief; the parent-child attachment is recognized as one of the most profound bonds in the social 

construction of grief (Rogers et al. 2008; Charmaz & Milligan 2006; Rubin & Malkinson 2001; Fowlkes 

1990; Lofland 1985).  

Fraley and Shaver (1999:736) suggest that “many of the seemingly perplexing reactions to 

separation and loss …appear reasonable and adaptive” when viewed in the light of John Bowlby’s early 

work on attachment theory. In 1969 Bowlby published a paper on attachment outlining the basic tenets of 

his observations of children and their primary attachment figures. He found that children’s’ behaviors 

related to the absence of their primary attachment figure were adaptive for survival. Likewise, when a 

parent is bereft of their child “Bereavement involves reorganizing one’s life and worldview without the 

deceased [child] but with bonds remaining intact and unbroken” (Malkinson 2007:19). In this light the 

perplexing reactions of grieving parents (denial, disbelief, anger and so on) take on comprehensible 

meanings. 

Parents who lose a child through death very often experience the dissolution of the fundamental 

attachment in concert with a loss of self that exacerbates the anguish of grief (Rogers et al. 2008; Lofland 

1985; Charmaz 1980). The ‘right to grieve’ (Lofland 1985) is incontrovertible in the parent-child 

relationship and ‘recovery’ from grief is associated with a parent’s sense of life purpose (i.e. sense of self) 

(Rogers et al. 2008). A parent’s sense of purpose is intimately tied to their role as a parent, and the loss of a 

child is subject to deeply individual responses to that loss. Currier (2006) found that the subjective 

interpretations parents hold about their loss had more bearing on grief response and resolution than the 

objective circumstances of the loss and Rogers et al. (2008) claim that recovery from grief is unrelated to 
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the cause of death. One of my intentions in conducting this research is to tease apart the myriad issues 

effecting parental grief resolution – as such, I incorporated an awareness of the fact that ‘recovery’ can be 

associated with life purpose (which changes substantially when a parent loses a child) and that the 

subjective sense of life purpose or renewed life purpose is likely to be as individual as the parents I 

interviewed. The above, as understood in the research community, may be applied to any death, but the 

research I focused on dealt with the specific loss of a child to a parent. The remainder of the literature 

review will deal with parameters of loss that bear directly on road crash fatalities.  

• Sudden Death  

Sudden death includes heart attack, stroke, accidents, and murder or suicide. Sudden Infant Death 

Syndrome (SIDS), childhood household accidents, and motor vehicle fatalities (including child vulnerable 

road user fatalities) are common causes of sudden death among children. Knapp (1986) conducted research 

on sudden child death and its effect on parents. While the research included vulnerable road user fatalities it 

did not deal exclusively with that population. Regardless, his findings on sudden child death and parental 

grief response confirm that sudden death complicates the grieving process: 

The sudden death of a child is so unbelievable, so utterly shocking, so devastating, so 

traumatic, that denial, characterized by a numbing of the emotions and a dulling of the 

senses, becomes the dominant reaction, which in turn leave the individual at a later time 

with little recall of his or her emotional state” …the result is that the person is left 

floating in a limbo of grief so severe that the person’s capacity for survival–let alone 

efficient living–is impaired (Knapp 1986:228). 

The shock of sudden death and the absence of death expectations cause initial problems for parents who 

may have a hard time even realizing that a death has actually occurred (Charmaz 1980:290). Rubin & 

Malkinson (2001) found that sudden death can exceed parents’ ability to process loss and that with parents 

so bereaved “traversing grief” may literally have no end. Keeping in mind that parents who suddenly and 

unexpectedly lose a child may spend their entire lives in some attenuated state of ongoing loss allowed me 
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to analyze my data with a level of respect for the ongoing nature of sudden child death. The suddenness of 

a road crash fatality event is a constant among my study population and prior findings in grief response to 

sudden death helped me to better understand my study population and analyze their stories more 

completely. 

• Violent or Traumatic Death  

Violent death is also a type of death that complicates the grieving process. Armour (2007) studied 

homicide, suicide and fatal accidents. Her article “takes the position that [grief] experiences vary, in part, 

because each group faces different challenges created by the mode of death” (2006:53).   She found that 

violent death impacts remain hidden because “social norms … stigmatize the bereaved and silence their 

pain” (2006:54). Moreover, complicated grief that follows violent loss is conceptualized as stemming from 

one’s inability to make sense of the experience (Currier 2006).  Currier’s study provides support for a grief 

model where the inability to find meaning in the loss is viewed as a central pathway to complicated grief 

symptomatology. 

Although there is growing evidence that violent death complicates sense-making and the 

trajectory of the grieving process, it is less clear what particular components of violent 

death make these losses so traumatizing (Currier 2006:408). 

Currier indicates that violent death makes meaning making and grief resolution complicated. He then 

intimates that the particular components of violent or traumatic death need to be better understood.  

• Human Agent in Death  

In the case of vulnerable road user fatalities, a motor vehicle is usually perceived to be the 

instrument of death. However, it is not cars that kill people. It is people driving cars that kill people. A 

subtle point, but one which is not lost on parents whose child has been struck down by a motor vehicle. The 

distinction here is that the human agent in the death is as likely to be pitied by the criminal justice system 

and society (unless drugs or alcohol can be established as a causal factor in the driver’s negligence) as the 
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parents bereaved of their child. Armour studied the inclusion of a human agent as the instrument of death, 

be it self-inflicted, other inflicted, or “accidental at the hands of an other” and found that survivors’ grief 

was complicated and prolonged as a result of this human involvement in the death of their loved one. With 

regards to motor vehicle fatalities in particular, Armour further notes: 

Although motor vehicle fatalities are generally considered beyond human control (e.g. 

accidental), 82% are deemed due to negligence – this makes MVF (motor vehicle 

fatalities) preventable, particularly in the obsessive ruminations of the bereaved. The fact 

that law enforcement does not assign culpability to the negligent driver leaves survivors 

feeling powerless and frustrated…this further complicates and prolongs grief (Armour 

2006:61). 

The presence of a human perpetrator in death (be it murder, suicide, or accident) has only been 

minimally explored in child fatalities (Armour, 2006; Rosenblatt, 1983, Stroebe et al. 2001). Furthermore, 

the treatment of the “perpetrator” by law enforcement makes a composite of issues related to vulnerable 

road user fatalities that has been shown to complicate the grieving process (Armour, 2006; Knapp, 1986). 

When the death is caused by human intent (e.g. suicide, homicide) or negligence as is primarily the case in 

motor vehicle fatalities, the need to assign blame and the tendency to dwell on missing details is an attempt 

to make sense of the senseless and can lead to complicated and prolonged grieving (Armour 2006). The 

preventability or perceived preventability of a death as it affects survivor bereavement, let alone parental 

bereavement has received scant attention in the literature to date even though preventability (or perceived 

preventability) is virtually a given in vulnerable road user fatality events. My study adds substantially to the 

literature on this aspect of child fatality grief complicating factors.  

• Isolation in Complicated Grieving  

The fact that parents usually have a special bond with their child, and that road crash fatalities are 

sudden, perceived as violent, senseless, preventable, and that human negligence is a causal agent (all topics 

discussed above) causes parents to grieve for an inordinately long time - perhaps a lifetime. The length of 
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this complicated grief eventually leads to isolation from others that itself tends to perpetuate prolonged and 

complicated grieving (Stroebe 2001; Smart 1994; Klass 1993; Charmaz 1980). The isolation that parents 

feel when friends and family begin to bristle at the parents continued grief is a grief complicating factor 

that Rosenblatt (2000) calls the “chasm” or the distance between parents and others in relation to child 

death. It is more often referred to in the literature as “isolation” (Stroebe 2001; Smart 1994; Knapp 1986; 

Charmaz 1980) and is also classified as a grief complicating or prolonging factor (Stroebe 2001; Smart 

1994; Klass 1993; Knapp 1986; Charmaz 1980).  

Child road user fatalities often make headlines and grieving parents must deal with sensationalized 

media reports of the death of their child. Walter contends that “death is publicly present, but privately 

absent” (1995:579) His study explored the role of the mass media in bringing private death into the public 

eye stating that “violent death has always sold well” (p. 583). Walter’s comment about death being 

‘privately absent’ refers to the eventual isolation parents feel as friends and family cease to support the 

bereaved parent after what they consider to be a normal grieving period. This leads to estrangement from 

nonparents when nonparents fail to assimilate the tragedy into their own reality (Klass 1993).  

Knapp (1986) found that bereaved persons in “homogenous” grief groups cited isolation as a 

factor in members seeking out a group that “gets them.” Riches and Dawson tie the usefulness of social 

networks to the search for meaning: 

Drawing on notions of community and of the sentiments which underpin social networks 

it is suggested that a bereaved parent culture may offer both emotional release and 

support in a search for meaning (Riches & Dawson 1996). 

The isolation associated with prolonged and complicated grieving which itself prolongs and complicates 

grieving is something that may not invariably plague parents who lose a child.  
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Combined Grief Complicating Factors  

Charmaz & Milligan (2006) and Lofland (1985) worked at combining aspects of the death with 

outcomes in bereavement, though they maintained a generally broad stance on modes of death within their 

research. Charmaz & Milligan (2006) found that when a child’s death is sudden, violent, and perceived as 

preventable, it invariably leads to complicated grieving for surviving parents. Lofland (1985) studied 

various components of death experiences with an eye toward combining the components in an interactionist 

model and found that the variation in four components of grief – level of significance of the decedent, 

circumstances of the death, character (self) of the bereaved, and the interactional setting of the first three 

components as itself a fourth component – leads to varying grief experiences.  

If Charmaz and Milligan are right that complicated grief invariably result from the trifecta of 

sudden violent preventable death, then Lofland’s interactionist variability model places variation in grief 

among this population of bereaved into the category of degrees of awful, but does not necessarily negate 

the invariability of complicated grief. While at first blush this may seem inconsistent with Charmaz and 

Milligan’s 2006 findings that sudden, violent, preventable child death leads to complicated grief, it does not 

necessarily equate to an inconsistency. Given that each of the above discussed features are acknowledged 

individually as likely to complicate grief, and that child road crash fatalities are likely to contain several of 

these features in concert, it makes sense to conduct qualitative research that aims to get at the grief 

experiences of parents of vulnerable road user fatality victims. Surprisingly, few researchers (with the 

notable exception of Charmaz & Milligan) have looked specifically at combined grief complicating factors 

in grief experiences, and research on parental bereavement has not, as yet, examined the presence of so 

many grief complicating factors in a single bereaved population - an oversight which my study addresses. 

The fact that Charmaz & Milligan (2006) and Lofland (1985) looked at combinations of grief 

complicating factors is a step in the right direction in grief research. My study is a next natural step in the 

knowledge production process. This is supported by Rogers et al. (2008) and Stroebe et al. (2001) who 

recommend future studies on ‘parental bereavement’ and ‘differential vulnerabilities’ in grief respectively. 

Bereaved parents of vulnerable road user fatalities (as a sub-culture of the bereaved), with the myriad grief 
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complicating factors that affect their subjective grief processes is a marginalized population of the bereaved 

– voices in the margins – my study represents one answer to the above researchers’ call to action in grief 

research.  

Meaning Making and Meaning Reconstruction 

Meaning making consists of activities which facilitate the integration of the death of the child so 

that a parent can move on with his/her life (Armour 2006:63). With this cursory definition of meaning 

making it must be clarified that it is the death itself and the circumstances surrounding the death that must 

have meaning attached to it. Meaning making acts as a transitional pathway that explains the relation 

between mode of death and complicated grief, a type of bereavement marked by “elevated and persistent 

separation distress, seriously impaired functioning, and difficulties ‘‘moving on’’ with life following the 

loss of a loved one” (Currier 2006:104). Gillies and Neimeyer (2006) trace the significance of meaning 

reconstruction to Victor Frankl’s 19464 assertion that people are driven to create a sense of meaning and 

purpose in their lives; they wish to “advance a model of bereavement as an active process of meaning 

reconstruction in the wake of loss” (2006:32).  Janoff-Bulman’s work highlights the crucial role of meaning 

in the progression of healing from traumatic life events (Stroebe and Schut 2001:383) and contemporary 

grief theories focus on two major constructions of meaning: making sense of the loss and finding benefit in 

the experience (Holland et al. 2006:175). 

As mentioned previously, the parent-child bond is tied up in conceptualizations of the self of the 

parent (Currier 2006; Stroebe 2001; Rosenblatt 2000; Charmaz 1980). Complicated grief (where meaning 

making is hampered, as for example in the perceived senseless death of one’s child) in this case also 

becomes a crisis of self because the parent child bond has been unnaturally severed (Charmaz & Milligan 

2006). The juxtaposition of Western individualism with the dependent nature of the parent child attachment 

creates a dichotomy of values that makes the death of a child a concept that just doesn’t fit within a parent’s 

constructed norms.  

4 Man's Search for Meaning is a 1946 book by Viktor Frankl about his experiences in a concentration camp and his search for a 
reason to live. The book was recently (2006) republished by Beacon Press, Boston, MA. 
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Meaning making in general in the U.S. tends to be at some level about the self (Currier 2006; 

Stroebe 2001). Riches (1996) wrote that Giddens portrays the self as a reflexive construct and suggests the 

goal of this reflexivity is to build and maintain a coherent identity. Researchers in the arena of child death, 

grief, mourning and meaning making (Currier 2006; Rubin & Malkinson 2001; Stroebe et al. 2001; Riches 

& Dawson 1996; Klass 1993; Knapp 1986; Lofland 1985) explore the self in terms of “worldview” (Klass 

1993), “parent’s life energy” (Rubin & Malkinson 2001) “processes of reality maintenance” (Riches & 

Dawson 1996), and as a “framework of beliefs, expressive symbols and values” (Lofland 1985) related to 

how parents define their worlds. It is within this framework that the attachment bonds between parent and 

child take on its overarching significance in the parent’s development and maintenance of a coherent 

identity. My study is a qualitative exploration of a singular marginalized population of bereaved parents; as 

such, the concept of self as it relates to meaning making in complicated grief is but one component of 

understanding the lived experiences of my study population. The particular meaning restructuring strategies 

of my study population was greatly influenced by, and informed by their worldview as parents.  

 Research has moved from grief in general to the idea of complicated grief and then into the factors 

that complicate grief. This study is the next natural step in understanding, with more specificity, this single 

culture of bereaved parents with a predisposition to complicated grief. Much of the literature reviewed 

looked at aspects of grief, mourning and bereavement without specificity as to mode of death. Grief 

complicating factors were explored individually within a combined culture of bereaved parents. This study, 

however, explores composite grief complicating factors within a singular culture of bereaved parents. 

 As the above literature illustrates, death leads to grief which requires meaning making to integrate 

the loss within subjective perceptions of the self. This process is difficult enough in Western [U.S.] cultures 

where individuality is highly valued and child death is inconsistent with Western world views. The death of 

a child regardless of the cause increases the difficulty of grief processing due to the parent-child bond and 

the assumptive world view that it is unnatural for parents to outlive their children. The loss of a child 

results in a loss of the self. Additionally, grief complicating factors, individually or in conjunction with 

each other are known to prolong grief processes, and child road crash fatalities inherently contain several of 
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the recognized grief complicating factors outlined above. The existing bodies of knowledge reviewed 

above are like pieces of a puzzle – each piece informs this study and allows us to understand a fuller, more 

cohesive picture of bereaved parents of vulnerable road user fatalities.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Grief Theory 

 Historically the development of grief theory has undergone many changes beginning with Sigmund 

Freud’s discussion of grief-work in his 1917 paper, “Mourning and Melancholia,” where he called for a 

rapid and pragmatic detachment from the lost love-object in order to return to ‘normal’ and ‘move on’ with 

life to John Bowlby’s development of Attachment Theory which featured reactive stages to the deprivation 

of the attachment figure, to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s Stage Theory of grief which was misappropriated by 

the medical community and sold as a linear progression from loss to resolution. 

 At the forefront of grief theory today is Robert A. Neimeyer’s Meaning Reconstruction Theory 

(2000) which according to one reviewer “breaks ground by tying together different facets of bereavement 

research with a common theoretical thread that people adapt to loss by socially constructing and 

reconstructing stories that make sense of their loss and that organize life after the loss” (Bauer 2003:165). 

This social constructivist view of “grief-work” incorporates a revised processual conceptualization of the 

goals of grieving based in part on Simon Shimson Rubin’s (1999) and Klass et al.’s Continuing Bonds 

Theory (1996). Rubin’s two-track model of bereavement addressed the phenomena of child loss 

specifically, postulating two tracks based on outcomes and attachment. Track I is an outcome track, 

describing biopsychosocial reactions to bereavement. Track II focuses on the attachment to the deceased, 

describing ways that this becomes transformed and a new still-ongoing relationship to the deceased 

established (Strobe and Schut 2001:386). The second track focusing on attachment provides a theoretical 

compliment to Meaning Reconstruction Theory and Continuing Bonds Theory. According to Rubin, “the 

contributions of the model to theory and research can serve to clarify our thinking about bereavement as a 

process resonating throughout one’s life” (681) which is indeed illustrated in these bereaved parents’ 

narratives. The model views adaptation to loss as either affect-positive or affect-negative and continuing 

bonds may fall into either category depending on the subjective outcomes for the bereaved. 
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Symbolic Interactionism 

  “Symbolic Interactionism (S.I.) focuses on … the distinctive human ability to relate to one another 

not only through gestures, but also through significant symbols” (Ritzer 2007:301). Symbolic 

Interactionism was strongly influenced by the thinking of George Herbert Mead (Ritzer 2007), who felt that 

“most interactions revolved around individuals’ reaching a common understanding through language and 

other symbolic systems” (Babbie 2011:37). S.I. examines social interactions through symbols and the 

meanings people attach to those symbols. Bereavement practices are steeped in symbols (roadside 

memorials, grave sites, significant dates and so on), and the bereaved infuse these symbols with meanings 

that qualitative inquiries may expose. Social construction models [of bereavement] have their roots in 

symbolic interactionism (Stroebe and Schut 2001:391). Moreover, S.I. is a sociological theory that places 

emphasis on micro-level social interactions, which was quite germane to my study population. In the field 

of bereavement research Charmaz finds S.I. “particularly useful for small-scale studies in which first-hand 

data are obtained” (1980:25) and Stroebe et al. (2001: 330-331) cite the conversational aspect of S.I. as 

crucial to analyzing the experiences of what Walter calls “cultures of death” (2008:322).  

Sociological insights link individual sentiment, interpretational frameworks, and differing forms 

of social solidarity which may also have much to contribute to the conceptualization of bereavement when 

examined through the symbolic lens. In particular the individuals I studied share a set of common 

experiences that they nonetheless interpreted from their individual/subjective perceptions. Durkheim and 

Radcliffe-Brown (cited in Prior, 1989) demonstrate how strong, predictable social relations, supported by 

rituals and ceremonies, provide clear and unambiguous sentiments with which individuals can make sense 

of their loss. In a society lacking strong predictable social relations, possessing scant and insufficient rituals 

surrounding grieving, and murky, ambiguous sentiments that can devalue grief, the ability of grievers to 

make sense of their loss may be hampered. Through S.I. we find meanings, and in meaning reconstruction 

we build upon S.I. by continuing negotiations of meanings. 
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Other Theoretical Considerations: 

For the purposes of this study, I would like to expand the definitions of ‘meaning making’ beyond 

the scope of currently accepted usage that deals specifically with the immediate circumstances of the death. 

Meaning making over time will necessarily involve making meaning out of subsequent events in the 

grieving process which must be continually reevaluated throughout the often years long journey of 

complicated grief processes.  Rosenblatt (1983) points out that meaning has to be actively made and is not 

automatically a part of experience. I contend that the experience of loss changes with the passage of time 

and that meaning making must continually accommodate and integrate the new experiences for meaning to 

be made of parents’ grief and loss.  

Continuing bonds theory (Klass, et al. 1996) as expanded upon by Neimeyer’s meaning 

reconstruction model of grief processing was found to be operationally valid as a coping method these 

parents employed to come to terms with and minimize their loss. Simply put the need to infuse 

representations of their dead child into their daily lives – the practice of believing that their child continues 

to exist, albeit on a different plane of existence – affords these parents some small measure of comfort as 

they navigate grief and meaning making. As an analytical tool S.I. allows us to explore the how and why of 

these grieving parents marginalized position.  How are our societal norms operational in these parent’s 

grief processes? How do these parent’s push back against those norms? And finally, why is their 

marginalized position instructive in effecting much needed change in some of our culturally accepted 

beliefs and behaviors? 
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METHODS 

 Qualitative methods capture knowledge through the lived experience of participants. It may reveal 

new data not previously extrapolated from quantitative studies, and it allows for speech that exposes the 

thoughts, feelings and motivations of participants. Unstructured interviews represented the best method of 

conducting this research project because, as existing literature suggests, bereaved parents are keenly aware 

of their thoughts and feelings about the death of their child; they already know what is important to their 

experiences and they are more than willing to talk about what they feel (Arnold 2008). The inductive nature 

of qualitative interviewing was the intuitive, respectful choice of method. My data consisted of interviews 

supplemented by written correspondence. The primary method was informal (unstructured) interviews to 

paint an in-depth picture of the lived experiences of this population as they move through their grieving 

processes. Charmaz (1980) explicates the need for and value of qualitative interviews among the bereaved: 

Complete in-depth interviews at different intervals to assess how and when individuals 

reinterpreted their experiences and subsequently developed new or altered meanings of 

death… the researcher seeks to discover the conditions contributing to stability or 

transformation of subjective meanings through the individual’s interpretation of his or her 

experience” ( p. 24). 

 In this study the children ranged in age from 3 years old to over 30 years old and the time since the 

loss from three years to over twenty years. Regardless, the narratives will serve as a baseline for future 

studies.  

Population and Sampling 

The population for this study is comprised of all parents of children killed in vulnerable road user 

crashes. This could include biological parents, step-parents, adoptive parents, and primary caretakers who 

identify themselves as a ‘parent’ to the child. The sampling frame for the study consisted of any person 

who identified him or herself as a parent to a child road crash fatality. Solicitation through newspaper 

advertisements and convenience sampling were my primary methods of recruiting participants. My sample 
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included a mix of married couples, single parents and one parent interviews. Six mothers and two fathers 

were interviewed. For this study the children where five males, ranging in age from 3 to 13, and one adult 

female, capturing a wide scope of experience. My participant sample provided a rich diversity of these 

variables, as well as diversity in time passed since the loss that captured data about how the passage of time 

affects individual participants. It was difficult to secure an adequate sample due to the relatively limited 

number of persons so bereaved. Snowball sampling within the transportation safety advocacy community 

produced the most number of viable participants which created an inherent bias in the participant pool.  

Participation and Confidentiality 

 The invitation to participate was advertised in the Pasadena Weekly. This local southern California 

free arts and entertainment publication has a combined print circulation of over 35,000 readers and a strong 

on-line presence. Also, I emailed a contact at CalWalks, a grassroots safety advocacy group, as well as the 

Berkeley Police Department to inquire about introductions to potential research participants (e.g. snowball 

sampling). These initial invitation avenues failed to produce an adequate sample, at which time I widened 

the search in a number of ways – this included increasing the age of death, advertising in online forums 

outside of California, expanding my inquiries to other personal contacts, and soliciting bereavement group 

facilitators.  

In light of existing literature (Arnold, 2008) with regards to bereaved parents’ communication, 

particularly their desire to honor the memory of their child, I left it to the discretion of each parent whether 

they would like their children’s anonymity preserved, or whether they would prefer to include true 

identities in the narratives. All of the parents agreed to use true identities. This is consistent with findings 

that honoring the memory of the deceased child is part of an ongoing process of continuing bonds.    

Interviews and Topics 

The interviews were unstructured and in-depth and were 1 to 2 hours long. The best place to 

conduct these interviews was at the home of the participants where they were most comfortable in their 

grief. I deferred to the wishes of each participant as to interview location. For the most part interviews were 
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conducted in the home of participants. For the interview participants that were outside of California 

alternative modes (i.e. telephone interviews, and Instant Message chats) were used to conduct the 

interviews. Mixed modalities in interviewing also took place. In some instances I began with a face to face 

interview and pursued follow up questions with email, instant message and telephone interviews.  

The difficulty inherent in the process of data collection with regards to bereaved parents, 

particularly the emotional pain that was undoubtedly evoked by these interviews, is something about which 

I was quite mindful. I am not a full insider nor am I a trained psychologist, but as a sociologist trained in 

qualitative methods I recognized the need to prepare carefully for the data collection process. To that end, 

Zachary’s father graciously agreed to work with me as the alpha pilot participant. His feedback was 

invaluable to helping me refine my role in this very sensitive research. Additionally, given the particular 

nature of this population’s vulnerability, I prepared for the interview process by obtaining guidance from 

Dr. Fritz Kreisler, a clinical psychologist, about how to actively and respectfully engage in the process of 

listening to bereaved parents who wish to share their grief.  

Likewise, I had a meeting with Dr. Paula Bunn, a bereavement counselor from Elizabeth Hospice 

who co-facilitates a grief support group on campus under the direction of Dr. Fritz Kreisler of the Student 

Health Services at CSUSM. Dr. Bunn made several suggestions to me about how to structure the interview 

process in a manner that would help the participants feel comfortable sharing their stories. For example, at 

the appropriate time in the interview I would probe as follows: “Now, I just wonder if you’d like to tell me 

the story of what happened the day that your son died…”  If a topic is alluded to, but not fully explored, I 

would prompt as follows: “There are a few things that I have to just be sure I cover as part of my project… 

so I’m going to take you back and ask you about a couple of things…can you tell me more about…”   

In the event of an adverse reaction by a study participant I referred them to Compassionate Friends 

Network by providing local contact information including brochures and web site addresses. While local 

mental health referrals were researched in the areas where each interview took place prior to the interviews, 

in each instance the study participants did not require such referrals. They did not request them, they spoke 
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of having their own resources and I felt, at the end of the interviews, offering such referrals may have been 

viewed as condescending by the participants.  

 While the bulk of my data came from the initial primary interview, other data was used. I closed 

each interview with an invitation to the participant to write or call if they thought of anything else they 

wanted to share with me. Phone calls were recorded with the permission of the participants. Ancillary data 

was included in the analysis. The participants also directed me to memorial websites and media sources 

regarding the death of their child. This data was reviewed for inclusion in the final research report. One 

very important source of ancillary data was memorial web pages that the parents posted to. In each 

instance, permission was given to use the parents’ written posts which optimized the breadth and depth of 

data. 

Situating Myself in this Research 

Zachary Michael Cruz (March 12, 2003 ~ February 27, 2009) was my great nephew. His father, my 

sister’s son, has held a special place in my heart since his birth. I am not an insider; I have not lost my own 

young child to a road crash fatality – nor am I an objective outsider, observing a phenomenon that caught 

my interest as a social scientist. I am an aunt, trying to understand the private hell of my nephew’s new life; 

I am a sister, fielding suicidal midnight phone calls from a grandmother crushed by the loss of her firstborn 

grandchild; I am a grandmother myself, holding my grandson (Zachary’s best friend) as his eight year old 

heart seeks resolution in dreams of time machines to go back and undo that fateful moment of impact. I am 

also a pedestrian, and a motorist, and a citizen and a social scientist. Stroebe et al. (2001) supports the need 

for insider research: 

We need studies of grief in cultures very different from our own using culturally sensitive 

techniques and involving researchers who are themselves from these cultures (Stroebe et 

al. 2001:755). 
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I am not myself a bereaved parent; however, I believe that my personal experience with this topic improved 

my value as a research instrument for this study. Perhaps I was and am a necessary and valid stakeholder 

who needed to do this research capturing the voices of parents of child road crash fatalities.  

Data Analysis 

Eight parents who lost a child through road user crashes were interviewed. The interviews were 

quasi-structured and explored grief and meaning making. Symbolic interactionism was used to analyze the 

participants’ narratives. The analysis suggests that grief ‘resolution’ is obtained for the bereaved through a 

social process of constructing and reconstructing their narratives in an attempt to make sense of their loss, 

to find meaning in the death, and to find meaning in their new, albeit different lives.  My research on grief 

moved from a general consideration of grief to a more careful examination of complicated grief and the 

factors that contribute to its complication. My research explored a single culture of bereaved parents with a 

predisposition to complicated grief because of specific grief complicating factors.  

The data consisted primarily of quasi-structured personal interviews with bereaved parents. 

Additional data was obtained through news articles, advocacy websites, personal blogs (i.e. facebook pages 

and memorial website entries), and follow-up inquiries via telephone, email and online instant message 

venues. Axial coding was conducted on the transcribed interviews and ancillary data. Manifest content (i.e. 

the surface structure of the messages), and latent content (the deep structural meaning conveyed by the 

messages) (Miles and Huberman, 1994:242) was subject to analysis. This latent content included social and 

interpretive data analysis. That is to say, during the interviews long pauses, crying, sighing and other non-

verbal communications where added to the content subject to evaluation, as was my own reflexive 

processes in hearing messages and meta-messages. 

Coding consisted of evaluating content for thematically consistent data. Latent content analysis 

included non-verbal data (i.e. crying, sighing, long pauses and interruptions); the goal was to isolate 

meaningful processes. The issues derived from this coding method were found to be thematically consistent 

though non-linear and individualistic. The weaving together of these marginalized voices into an analytical 
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chronology, as Warren and Karner (2005:244) suggests, is a “powerful mode of representation” and my 

chosen method of presenting the data. 

Limitations 

Because my population is a relatively small one, my snowball sample was derived primarily from 

the transportation advocacy community.  This study however highlights an important aspect of meaning 

restructuring in grief work.  Grieving parents should indeed resonate with much of the study findings; all 

but one of the participants became involved in some fashion with transportation safety advocacy in order to 

make meaning of the ongoing nature of their loss – to make their child’s life and death meaningful. In 

effect these parents could be classified as high functioning survivors. Low functioning survivors as well as 

non-functioning survivors and non-survivors (i.e. those parents who committed suicide after the loss of 

their child) would be less likely (or unable) to participate in a study of their experiences, and would very 

likely present vastly different narratives from those that comprise this study. 

All participants also had surviving children which impacted their motivations and outcomes. 

Indeed, the one participant that was not involved in transportation advocacy had seven other children to 

raise and motherhood itself became central to her meaning making strategies. Outcomes may be quite 

different for parents whose only child was the object of a fatal road crash. 

The two couples that I interviewed indicated a strengthened marital bond; two other couples had 

already divorced prior to the child’s death, and one indicated that the dissolution of her troubled marriage 

after the child’s death was a positive experience. These limited marital outcomes are not necessarily typical 

of all possible scenarios.   

While my study focuses on a small subset of the larger population of vulnerable road user fatality 

parent survivors, it does reveal complex process of what parents go through when they lose a child to a 

vulnerable user road crash fatality. This study provides a definite starting point for further research with a 

wider variety of grieving parents. 
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Contextualizing Participants and Narratives 

In order to contextualize the following narratives I find it necessary to introduce the participants5 

and give a brief description of the circumstances surrounding each child’s death. Each of the children was, 

by definition, a vulnerable road user. But first and foremost they were (and are) somebody’s child.  

Dusty Lloyd Trent is the youngest vulnerable road user fatality in this study. His mother, SS, is 

also the parent participant in this study who has grieved the longest. One of eight children, Dusty was born 

on July 16th 1989 and died on his third birthday in 1992. He had been given a brand new red Radio Flyer 

wagon for his birthday, and, while his mother was cleaning up the remnants of his birthday party she left 

him in the care of his siblings and the other older neighbor children who had attended the party. The 

children put Dusty in his new wagon and they all went down the sidewalk to come from the back yard to 

the front of the house. Dusty was in control of the steering bar and a nine year old neighbor boy pushed him 

on ahead (not realizing that the three year old would not know how or when to turn the wheels) – he flew 

out into the road and was immediately struck by a woman driving a truck. Had he lived Dusty would be 24 

years old today. 

Zachary Michael Cruz was born on March 12, 2003 and was struck down in a crosswalk on the 

UC Berkeley campus in Berkeley, California on Friday, February 27, 2009. He was in a marked crosswalk 

with three other children and his after-school care provider. He is my nephew’s son. My nephew, FC, and 

his wife JC have struggled to understand why their first born child is gone. They struggle to accept this 

reality, and they grieve on a daily basis. Zachary was very excited to learn that he was getting a little 

brother, and when his brother, Miles, was born he was a good big brother. He died when Miles was just six 

months old. Had Zachary lived he would be 11 years old today, and he would be just as excited to welcome 

a new little brother into the world. Baby Cruz is to be born this coming August. 

Zachary Michael Strong’s mother, KMC, posted a condolence on our Zachary’s memorial website 

a few months after our Zachary died. I contacted her to thank her for her kind words and began a facebook 

5 In the narratives that follow, the parents are referenced by initials in their names. I will continue that practice here. 
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correspondence with her. She told me that at one point she began searching the internet for other Zachary’s 

who had died. She said she just felt the need to do that. Her Zachary6 was riding his bike to a neighborhood 

park on a Monday afternoon, September 17, 2007, and he never came home. He was struck and killed by 

the driver of a large commercial dump truck at the entrance to the park.  He was almost 7 years old when he 

died. He would be 13 years old today if he had not died. KMC is reminded of her loss every single 

Monday. 

Vaclav Hajek was born on May 14, 1997 and he died on August 27, 2007. He was waiting to cross 

the street near his school when one motorist stopped to give him the right of way. He began to walk his 

bike across the road (that inexplicably widened to four lanes (two lanes in each direction) at this location). 

A young (16 year old), inexperienced driver did not realize the car in front of him had stopped to yield to 

Vaclav, and at a high rate of speed darted around the stopped vehicle striking and fatally wounding the ten 

year old boy. I met his mother, MH at a walking summit in Washington D.C. MH spends her time working 

to increase the minimum driving age in Oregon, and has worked with her community, school district, and 

transportation department to correct the faulty road engineering at the intersection where her son died. 

Vaclav would have been 17 years old today. 

Cooper Jones was born on April 16, 1984 and died on July 2, 1997. On June 25, 1997 Cooper was 

participating in a timed trail bicycling race on a lightly travelled straight, flat, rural road. In a timed trail 

race, the bicyclists leave the start line at one minute intervals. The road was open to traffic, but there were 

signs and orange safety cones at the beginning and end of the course. Motorists were stopped at the 

beginning of the course and told to be aware that cyclists were on the road, including the elderly woman 

who struck Cooper from behind. Her husband, who was sitting in the passenger seat said she had leaned 

over and was getting something out of the glove box of the car when she struck the boy. Had she stopped 

suddenly Cooper would have been thrown from the car and very likely would have survived the road crash. 

However, the woman brought her car slowly to a stop (apparently unaware of what she had done). Because 

of this Cooper was pulled under the car, dragged, and pinned. By the time EMT’s (emergency medical 

6 Born October 21, 2000. 
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technicians) were able to extricate him he had died. They were able to resuscitate him but he had been too 

long without oxygen – several successive EEG’s showed no brain activity, and his parents, DJ and MJ 

made the decision to remove life support on the eighth day. DJ and MJ became pioneering advocates for 

bicycle and pedestrian safety in Washington State. Just 13 years old when he died, Cooper would have been 

30 years old today. 

Susie Stephens (the only adult child in my study) was born on April 16, 1965 and died on March 

21, 2002, ironically while crossing the street to attend a bicycle and pedestrian safety conference. She was 

36 years old and had been active in transportation safety advocacy, even helping the Jones’s (above) 

establish the Cooper Jones Act in Washington State. In Susie’s road crash, a professional bus driver was 

turning right while Susie was legally crossing the street. The driver of the hotel transit bus chose to turn 

right into the leftmost thru-lane when Susie had (presumably) expected him to turn into the rightmost thru-

lane. She stepped into the crosswalk half-way across the street and the driver did not see her. Her mother, 

NM began planting trees, first in honor of Susie, and avid cyclist and nature lover, then in honor of lost 

children throughout the world. Susie’s Forest is a living legacy to her daughter and to grieving parents 

worldwide. Susie would have been 49 years old today. 

 It becomes clear from these details that negligence and preventability are factors in five of these 

six deaths. Dusty’s death is the only one that may be deemed a true accident. The other parents balk at the 

word “accident” in relation to their child’s deaths; they call them, instead, “road crashes” and make it clear 

through their narratives and their advocacy work that the preventability of their children’s deaths has 

significant bearing on their grief processes and their restructured meanings. It is useful to bear this grief 

complicating factor in mind when reading the narratives that follow. 
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FINDINGS 

These findings will show that, among bereaved parents of vulnerable road user fatalities, grief is a 

life-long process. It begins the moment a parent learns that their child has died and continues beyond the 

western normative conceptualization of grief as a brief, private affair. Surviving children often provide 

motivation to navigate grief processes and restructure meanings in an attempt to carry on for the sake of 

surviving children. Parent role dissonance between being the parent of a child who has died and a living 

child creates a great deal of emotional work early in the grief process. This early time in the grief process is 

marked by intensive parenting and hyper-vigilance; however, time “softens the edges” of grief and parents 

do begin to live life again after their loss. It is an entirely different life than their pre-loss life and represents 

a positionality that is in need of greater understanding.  

The Beginning of Lifelong Loss  

Initial feelings of loss are illustrated by “I do not know how I could possibly survive” and “I am not sure 

what to do next.” The parents quoted below both lost sons to inattentive drivers. Zachary Michael Strong 

was killed while riding his bike to a park near his home, and Zachary Michael Cruz was killed in a 

Berkeley crosswalk within sight of his after-school care facility. 

KMC| …and in that moment I knew...my son had not suffered a broken leg, or a broken 

arm....he was the one under the white sheet. My mind, my heart, could not accept that… 

In that moment, life as I knew it ended. My beautiful son was now an angel. I did not 

know how I could possibly survive… 

FC|…the first immediate moment after the accident and learning that he had died, the 

impulse is just like ‘I am not sure what to do next’ and then self-destruction, suicide, 

seems possible, and valid. For me, once I knew that was not an option…I had to figure 

out something else… 

In the sudden death of a child shock can allow realization to sink in slowly. The discovery of death 

unilaterally included a process level of denial and shock. For these parents, this process is characterized by 
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anguish, assuaged by shock. The parents also speak of poor memory in the early minutes, hours, days and 

weeks following the death.  The experiences of the parents interviewed spanned anywhere between four 

and twenty years post-death, therefore these narratives are filtered through years of grief processing.  

Varying complicated grief responses such as isolation and thoughts of suicide and other descriptors are 

woven into these parents’ recollections. It is possible that having spent years learning a new language of 

grief enabled these parents to be better able to identify and talk about their initial reactions. What KMC and 

FC report experiencing in the loss of their children is a reality that they cannot accept. They search for 

meaning and find none. 

In some instances language is used to resist acknowledging the loss as real. JC (Zachary Michael 

Cruz’s mother) remembers calling her parents and having to tell her step-father of Zachary’s death: 

JC| ...and he didn’t get it. I had to tell him like four or five different ways that Zachary 

had died – I didn’t want to say that Zachary was dead, but eventually I just had to say 

“Zachary is DEAD” then he understood. At first I said there was an accident and he 

didn’t make it, then I said Zachary passed and then I said he was dead. 

Euphemisms of death were employed here to soften the blow and avoid acknowledging the fact of the 

death. When JC tells her step-father that Zachary is dead, she used several euphemisms (“he didn’t make 

it”, “he passed”, “he’s gone”) before she finally said the words “Zachary is DEAD” out loud.  

 Western Individualism: A Normative Cultural Construct That Does Not Fit With Parental Grief 

Most parents drop their kids off at school and never even consider the possibility that they will 

never see them again – grieving parents with surviving children consider this possibility on a daily basis. 

Fears of death are imposed on surviving children in the form of hyper-vigilance. The role of parent as 

protector is now redefined through the lens of their loss experience. These restructured meanings are 

sometimes recognized as catalysts for positive changes, and at other times, recognized as mal-adaptive to 

the best interests of their surviving children. 
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JC| You send your child to school and expect them to come home and they don’t and... I 

mean, it makes it hard for me to deal with things with Miles, like, sending him to school. 

That scares me on a daily basis. But I have to do it. …and in the back of my mind I’m 

hoping he lives through it. It’s just not natural. You shouldn’t have to hope your son lives 

through kindergarten. 

These parents demonstrate that many of the common symbols of a child’s everyday routines, like going to 

school, have changed in their meaning and understanding. JC fights the urge to over-protect her surviving 

child because her new understanding now views kindergarten as a thing to be survived. 

SS| I think everybody has their own grieving process and I think everybody…and I know 

until you lose a child…there’s nothing I can tell anybody…It literally took a piece of me 

– I don’t know what to say. It’s like a piece of me is just not there anymore.  

While acknowledging variable grieving processes, SS recognizes (“there’s nothing I can tell anybody”) the 

marginal position that she and other parent grievers share. SS’s son, Dusty Lloyd Trent, was the youngest 

child represented in this study. He died on his 3rd birthday in 1992, which also makes SS the parent in this 

study who has grieved the longest.  

FC has taken somewhat of a chaos stance in understanding the loss of his child: 

FC| ... it’s like the lock. It’s like the mechanism of the tumbler. Everything has to click in 

the place inside that little tiny lock. All of the little teeth of the key need to fit perfectly 

and it is all going to turn over all these little things that happened to click that lock and 

open that door and that door for me was what happened that day, the day of Zachary’s 

accident. …It’s the myth of control. I think most people in this country think about their 

choices, their lives, and I thought that way. That’s why I enjoy throwing the dice in 

Vegas [now] because there’s reality in there – there’s no choice in there. The choice is to 

be there or not to be there and I don’t care if I win or lose because … that is real life way 
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more than this life,  confused by all that false perception that I am in control of anything 

here. 

Here, negotiating belief structures provide an answer to the “why” question. A secularist, he attributes the 

death and the circumstance leading up to it as completely random and out of his control. This is one 

strategy for coming to terms with the fact that he could not have done anything to prevent his son’s death. 

By relinquishing control however, he gains control over accepting the death. Maintaining that there is no 

control over anything in life, he now enjoys throwing dice and other games of chance. In rejecting the 

commonly held perception that he (or anyone, for that matter) has free will (choice) and control over 

outcomes he is able to make meaning of his son’s death. 

The realization that there are circumstances beyond the individual’s control, challenges the notion 

that individuals have agency and that individual decisions directly make up all aspects of one’s life. 

Bereaved parents try to settle upon an answer of “why did this happen” to move toward acceptance. 

Whether they believe that “God had a plan” or that the randomness of life (and death) depended on a 

cosmic “roll of the dice”, these parents expressed a loss of agency as a pathway to coping with the grief 

associated with the death of their child. For SS faith allowed her to forgive herself. SS’s meaning making 

strategy involved relinquishing control and trusting in God: 

SS| I had to make sense of why that happened… God intended it to happen. And that was 

o.k. That helped my heart a lot. It helped my grief. You have to know that something 

happened and there has to be a reason – it can’t just happen to happen – I mean, ‘why did 

that happen?’ – so I had to make sense of it somehow, so that [God] was my way to cope 

with that and be o.k.  

For these parents to process grief they need to find meaning when there is none. Their lives 

become less about control and more about management of the new identity they present to the world and to 

themselves. They learn how to understand their situated knowledge and how to effectively communicate 

their understandings such as ‘God had a plan’ or ‘it’s a role of the cosmic dice’.  
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FC’s new self embraces a metaphysical view that control is a myth: 

FC| It makes me feel like my agency is not really important in the world, like my choices, 

my decisions, my feeling of control over my life, that’s all pretty much a lottery because 

a random thing will happen and it will cause another random thing and then we’ll get a 

call. That just makes me feel really disempowered … It just makes the whole world seem 

completely out of control. 

The narratives revealed that in acquiring a restructured meaning, parents had to find answers to the 

question of, “why?” Sometimes these answers related to a spiritual connection, and sometimes, as in the 

case of FC, the answer turned out to be ‘there is no answer.’ In either case, there is a sense of lack of 

agency. Parents described this lack of control as an important element to defining their situation and 

moving forward. Time softens the edges of grief and allows for authentic, sometimes even profound life 

affirming experiences. Life as usual, routines, rituals, and interactions with others are situations that 

become easier to experience. These experiences, however, in no way allow the parents to live the “self” 

they were pre-loss. They are further along in the restructuring of their new “self” by accepting that life 

continues, but its continuance is defined by the changes that started with tragedy. 

The Ideology of Intensive Parenting: Exacerbating Self-Blame and Hampering Meaning Reconstruction 

 In our culture “intensive mothering” is a 24/7 job and mothers tend to feel fully responsible for all 

aspects of their child’s well-being (Hays, 1996). When asked who was culpable in her child’s death SS 

responded: 

SS| I blamed myself. That’s who I blamed. I never blamed [the driver of the truck]. I 

actually wrote to her and told her I’m sorry and told her ‘it wasn’t your fault’ and I don’t 

ever want you to think that it was ever your fault. Because it was an accident, and that’s 

all it was. So I didn’t – there was no blame – just me. 

When asked how she justified her self-blame, SS said: 
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Because I left him! Because I wasn’t there! I’m his mom - I’m supposed to protect him. 

And it wasn’t up to anybody else. It was up to me. 

Of the vulnerable user road crashes, SS’s case is most closely associated with a true accident – her 

son was put in a red wagon by a neighbor boy who didn’t realize the three year old wouldn’t know to turn 

at the intersection – he rolled into the street and was immediately struck by an oncoming vehicle. However, 

without an ‘other’ to blame, the mother blames herself. The guilt associated with failing in the role of 

‘mother as protector’ creates a self-recriminatory perpetrator, and prolongs grief processing and positive 

meaning restructuring. The parents in my study who blamed themselves for their child’s death reported that 

it took a very long time to find answers, mired as they were in parental guilt. Even when there is an ‘other’ 

to blame the ideology of intensive mothering and parent as protector is so strong they still blame 

themselves. JC demonstrates the parent role contradiction that results when critical information about the 

child’s death is unavailable or withheld:7 

JC| So, I remember like months afterward just being really confused and not really 

understanding [what happened] and I think, because of that a lot of the guilt – a lot of the 

blame for it, I put on myself… You need to – you need a way to like fix it in your head – 

and ... for years I tried to say that if I had done something different this wouldn’t have 

happened but...” 

The Role of Surviving Children in Grief Processing 

While the identity of these parents changes to one of ‘parents who have lost a child’, negotiating 

parental identity and restructuring the  meaning of being a parent  includes elements of their responsibilities 

and their obligations to their surviving children to proceed with rituals that resemble a pre-loss life. This is 

done with an increased emphasis, and a hyper-awareness of their parenting in regards to the new meanings 

of life and relationships post-loss: 

7 With Zachary Cruz’s death, JC indicated in the interview that a number of adult actors failed to protect him from preventable harm. 
Also, she stated that because the police and other liable persons and entities refused to release details of the road crash, she was unable 
to make meaning of her loss and so blamed herself. 
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FC| I don’t think that a normal parent, a normal dad leaves the house and thinks that this 

could be the last time I will see my four year old kid and I think that, so I try to make sure 

that if I get another call and this is the last time that I saw Miles that I am not going to 

regret that morning … 

FC’s displays an ongoing (daily) level of heightened emotional labor. KMC’s son, Joshua, lives 

within the world that his mother and father created. It includes anger but the parental imperative of 

being responsible for the energy in the home prompts a kind of forced forgiveness that helps, at 

least partially, to reinvest their parental energies to their surviving child: 

KMC| The anger I experienced was mostly directed towards the driver of the dump truck. 

I wanted his life to end as my son’s had… the main reason I had to learn to curb the 

direction my thoughts were headed in was because of my sweet little Joshua. He became 

so very angry...and one night at bedtime, he told me that when he was old enough, he 

would make sure the man who took away his brother would die.... So as much as I did not 

have forgiveness then , nor do I have it now, I dug deep, and explained to Joshua that it 

had been an accident, the man did not mean for it to happen, and that we had to forgive. 

KMC adopted a stance of ‘forgiveness’ for the sake of her surviving son even though she did not have true 

forgiveness in her heart. In the case of KMC this emotional management is done in response to the meaning 

KMC attributes to Joshua’s anger. Being the parent of a child who has died includes additional emotional 

labor. Surviving children establish an imperative to “relinquish anger”. Forgiveness however is not the 

same as not being angry anymore. KMC chose to forgive the human agent involved in her child’s death in 

order to serve the best interests of her surviving son and “produce the proper state of mind” (Hochschild, 

2012:7) for him to model.  

MJ’s son, Cooper Jones, was riding his bicycle in a timed trial race when he was struck by a 

motorist reaching into her glove box. MJ expressed the imperative to alter her post-loss identity like this: 
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MJ| We could not go down this path of just being angry people.  We had to be people 

that could do good things. 

 The implication being, that ‘angry people cannot do good things.’ MJ recognizes that her life 

continues with her surviving daughter and she wants to relinquish anger in order to “do good things” with 

her life and have a positive impact on her daughter’s life. These parents expressed their loss in terms of 

deep despair, putting up a Christmas tree, near catatonic grief, and the urge to give up. They credit the need 

to parent their surviving children as key to overcoming the most debilitating effects of parental grief: 

KMC| Zachary...I was thinking back to the Christmas of 2007... mommy was having such 

a hard time even thinking of putting up a Christmas tree, or decorating…And there was 

your little brother, just 3 1/2 years old…and I knew I somehow had to face doing it all 

(FB November 26, 2012 at 4:57am). 

KMC describes her son, Joshua, as the “light that illuminates” her reason to live. She also notes in a 

Facebook quote that “life goes on whether we are ready for it or not.” For SS her youngest living child 

“pulled [her] out of everything.” JC notes that in order to survive one must “strive toward something that 

has meaning” and for her that meaning was found in her relationship with her surviving son. This 

illustrates that striving for meaning generally leads to the living children who provide that meaning in the 

form of making the role of parent still salient. The other parents I interviewed used terms like ‘what-if…’ 

and ‘if I had only…’ while all credited their surviving children as catalysts for transcending the most 

debilitating aspects of grieving. FC said “[Miles] is my first priority now, and my second priority is to 

acknowledge Zachary in some symbolic way.” NM spoke about being “more there for her surviving 

children” and KMC wrote in a Facebook post that “the darkness comes, but [for Joshua]” she tries not to 

“sink into it too far.” There was an imperative to ‘get up off the floor’ because their identities as parents 

would not allow them to neglect their living children.  

The process was difficult and spanned different lengths of time. FC was plagued by thoughts of 

suicide, SS and JC were particularly verbal about self-blame, and KMC experiences fears in the mundane; 
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For SS and JC crossing the street or taking their surviving children to school represents a chilling reminder 

of that which is lost. KMC’s son was riding his bike at the time he was killed on a Monday afternoon, 

making bicycles and Mondays constant reminders of her child’s death: 

KMC| I thought your brother wanted a bike.... and I have faced such an inner struggle 

since yesterday, trying to decide what to do. At last I decided, if he really wanted one- I 

would get him one- but only for here in the cul-de-sac. I hated the thought of it........but he 

is a little boy....what can I do. However, over supper, I brought up the subject, and he told 

me no- he does not want a bike....sigh of relief from me (FB April 18, 2012 at 1:14pm). 

KMC struggles with what she perceives to be her younger son’s desire to ride a bike. She watches him 

watch the neighbors ride and thinks he wants to also. Perhaps he does, but when KMC broaches the subject 

he tells her, “no- he does not want a bike.” It is interesting to note that Joshua was three and a half years old 

when his brother died. Many of his memories of his brother are more iconic than real, but his reality is 

altered by the world he inhabits – a world where bicycles are dangerous and they make his mommy sad.  

SS spoke about her hyper-vigilant parenting with her youngest son: 

SS| It made me stronger. Well I don’t think my younger son would think that. I mean that 

kid was never out of my sight! I just … I felt kind of bad about it after a couple of years 

and everybody said ‘Shana you just need to just let him alone.’ And it took me… I just 

think I became a better person and a better parent. I mean I don’t want to – that sounds 

really weird to me to say that but … (conversation trailed off into silence at this point). 

JC reported that the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting in Connecticut made it inordinately 

difficult to take her surviving son to school: 

JC| After the shootings at the school in Connecticut, I had him that day, and I read the 

headlines and was like Oh my God, I have to take my son to school right now – I did not 

want to take him to school... I did. Because I knew that if I didn’t I would just start that 

cycle again. Like, I just gained the ability to let him go to school this year... before that I 
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was too scared. And it was really hard for me to do that and so I knew if I kept him home 

even that one day, that I would just be scared every other day to let him go to school. But 

I can’t let him be scared. I can’t take away from his life because I’m scared. It’s not good 

for him. It’s not good for me either...  

In response to the Newtown Connecticut shootings in December of 2012 FC and KMC posted the 

following on their respective memorial facebook pages demonstrating a heightened level of 

emotional labor borne of their insider positionality in child loss: 

FC| I remember a Friday in February. Like any other Friday. We were planning for 

Zachary's birthday. I said goodbye to my son and a few hours later the police called me. 

It's horrific. It's unthinkable. I don't pray but I do care. I care a great deal. And I'm so 

sorry that all of those parents in Connecticut have had to learn the same thing Jodie and I 

did almost 4 years ago. What you learn is that the world does not stop, for anyone or 

anything. The circumstances are different, but the pain is probably much the same. 

Zachary, if you're out there somewhere, I hope you might welcome those little souls to 

the other side and tell them they don't need to worry: love is all there is. And they are 

loved (FB December 14, 2012 at 11:23pm). 

KMC| Zachary- a terrible day... at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut, 18 

children lost their lives today and 10 adults in a senseless act of violence. What words 

could we say now, to even begin to express the overwhelming sadness, the heartache, so 

many young lives ended... So many families faced with such overwhelming grief... I am 

heartbroken for them all... (FB December 14, 2012 at 4:57pm). 

Maintaining Continuing Bonds though Advocacy 

Besides bringing awareness to the public about the need for recognition of road safety, activism 

among these parents fosters continuing bonds between parents and a child who has died and highlights the 

stigmatized statuses of parents who have experienced loss by way of vulnerable road user fatality. With the 
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notable exception of SS, all of the participants in my study engaged (or continue to engage) in some form 

of activism or advocacy in the arena of pedestrian/bicycle safety awareness and policy action. For example, 

MH imagines her son, Vaclav Hajek, asking her “what are you doing with your life?” and uses that as 

motivation to alter her post-loss identity in a positive direction. Vaclav was killed by an inexperienced 

teenage driver; this has shaped the direction of MH’s advocacy and pedestrian safety efforts: 

MH| I am here alive and my son’s life was taken away at the age of ten so I have to make 

my life worth it. I cannot waste my life. I cannot live a life hating somebody - hate is just 

going to make you sick and make your life more miserable. If I can take other action – 

directing energy (this pain) toward something positive…that’s an honor for his life. 

For FC having similar experiences with his surviving son, Miles, as he did with Zachary, 

opens wounds he would rather not deal with.  For Miles, a precocious five year old with a definite 

sense of self, being parented by a grieving mother and father is a mixed blessing. Six months old 

when his big brother died, Miles has grown up knowing he has a big brother but not really 

understanding why he shouldn’t be allowed to play with him: 

FC| Dear Zachary: I just had a talk with Miles about little league. He wanted to know 

about your baseball card and the game-used ball on my bookshelf. When I showed him 

the pictures of your first game, he asked why I was wearing a uniform. I told him I was 

the coach and I helped the kids learn how to play the game. He said he wants to play too 

and he wants me to coach his team. I wasn't sure how I would feel when this moment 

arrived--when Miles grew old enough to play. I'm glad he asked me to be his coach, 

because it takes some of the pain out of the decision for me. I'll do it for your brother and 

I'll feel your presence in the fresh cut grass, the clean white lines, and the joy of a little 

boy or girl when they make contact with the ball on the tee and start running for the bag. 

These are things I want you to know (FB August 31, 2012 at 9:37am). 
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FC will coach little league again; Miles will learn the rules of the game his brother loved, and FC will 

always feel Zachary’s presence on the ball field.  

Prior to the next quote MJ said that her advocacy efforts were incapable of giving her what she 

wants; her child, alive, and home again. Despite this reality (and acceptance of the finality of her loss), MJ 

acknowledges that the benefits to unknown others are gratifying nonetheless: 

MJ| It took about seven years.  Now we finally have a state license plate – the Share the 

Road license plate –you see a Share the Road license plate and you know that you did 

that and you did that because you needed people to know – so there are 6000 little 

billboards in the state of Washington that say ‘I believe in that’. 

In analyzing the participants’ discussions about their advocacy, the direction of each participant’s 

efforts was affected by the individual circumstances surrounding their loss. When preventability was a 

salient issue in the circumstances surrounding their child’s death, some effort was engaged in to address 

their specific issue of preventability. For MH, whose son was killed by a reckless 16 year old driver, a 

sustained effort to raise the licensing age in Oregon has been her primary focus. DJ and MJ were parent 

lobbyists at the forefront of pedestrian and bicycle safety initiatives. The Cooper Jones Act in Washington 

State was passed in 1998 to establish a program to improve bicycle and pedestrian safety. DJ and MJ also 

lobbied to establish laws regarding mandatory fines for injuring pedestrians and pedacyclists, as well as 

mandatory license review for motorists involved in pedestrian or bicycle road crashes. In the instance of 

Cooper’s death, caused by a distracted elderly driver, issues of preventability include whether or not the 

elderly driver was competent. In both of these cases preventability was related to competence and parental 

responses in advocacy efforts focused on addressing systemic issues of driving as a privilege and a 

responsibility. For KMC whose son was killed in an unmarked road crossing adjacent to a park, community 

response to her family’s tragedy included a concerted community effort to install a crosswalk adjacent to 

the park:  
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KMC| There was no crosswalk, we fought for it afterwards, and got it...but it took hard 

work and community dedication. The signage went up I think late at night...in the 

evening it wasn't there, in the morning it was. This was a week or two after the accident. 

Even though park signs went up shortly after the accident it still took over 9 months for KMC’s City 

Council to approve the funds to install a crosswalk.  

One year after the death of Zachary Cruz the City of Berkeley enacted a proclamation declaring 

March to be Pedestrian Safety Awareness Month in his honor. Each March the city’s police and fire 

departments focus on pedestrian safety through community outreach and safety focused traffic enforcement 

efforts. FC and JC where critical actors in establishing this annual honorarium to their son; in a 2011 

Berkeley Police Department press release8 FC is quoted as follows: 

“No family should ever lose a loved one in a preventable accident the way my wife and I 

lost our son Zachary two years ago. That's why the Zachary Cruz Pedestrian Safety 

Month, and our work with the Berkeley Police Department, is so important: because I 

believe that through these efforts we can not only honor Zachary's memory, but we can 

also make the City of Berkeley a safer place. To know that my son's name lives on as part 

of a project that safeguards others is truly an honor to his memory.” 

The parents’ need to honor the memory of their child and ensure that “no family should ever lose 

a loved one in a preventable accident” demonstrates the grief process these parents go through. The 

meaning of the loss has extended beyond individual loss to a new conceptualization: honor. What honor 

means to these parents is inclusive in their activism and work in preventing others from experiencing the 

same tragedy they have had to endure. As with all endeavors, this is achieved through social interaction. 

The challenge that faces them is exposing the misnomer of ‘safety’ to a public that cannot relate to the 

magnitude of their loss. Activism is one way for grieving parents to pushback against their marginalized 

8 http://ci.berkeley.ca.us/City_Manager/Press_Releases/2011/2011-03-03_March_is_Pedestrian_Safety_Month_in_Berkeley.aspx 
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positionality. In addition to direct efforts at improving public safety FC and JC established a Foundation9 

that provides educational scholarships to Berkeley students who are also parents, as well as funding EMT 

(emergency medical technicians) training and certifications for Bay Area first responders. The direction 

that each parent’s advocacy takes is colored by their loss and their continuing bonds with their child who 

has died: 

FC| I recognized that what I needed to do with [the Foundation] was get some 

recognition, not for myself but for Zach - I needed to assert in a public way that he was 

here and that his significance – I won’t let his presence just evaporate. Establishing that 

and doing the things that we did in the first couple of years with that were just in a way 

trying to push back against the reality that he was gone, trying to establish something that 

would insist on his presence in the world, in a material, tangible way – that thing will be 

the scholarship. 

For NM planting trees in honor of her daughter, Susie Stephens (a transportation safety activist and nature 

lover), has evolved into planting a “Susie’s Forest” in honor of lost children throughout the world: 

NM| I could feel her presence. I could feel her approval and I could see how other people where 

feeling when they were there – how important it was to them. 

Parental Grief: A Never Ending Process 

Despite the passage of time and renewed interest in living, the loss of a child is a constant part of 

the whole person. All of the parents indicated that there is no ‘getting over’ the death of a child. There is a 

sense of moving on that is truly social because of the accountability parents express for their surviving 

children. Their questions in the search for meaning continue; their lives also continue.  

MJ|…you’ll always have this loss.  You know you always have this hole that you can’t 

fill – as far as things being better, the pain is not so severe – but it’s always there – you 

9 www.ZMCFoundation.org 
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know? I think of Cooper every day.  You know the thing that’s different is, as time goes 

on, things change, but as far as that event - that life changing event -losing Cooper- that 

will always be a life changing event. 

The use of memorial websites such as Facebook to carry on a public dialogue with the child and to 

receive continued support for their loss provides evidence of continuing bonds and the ongoing nature of 

parental grief. This strategy is an assertion that the parent-child bond will never be broken and that the need 

for grief support never diminishes entirely: 

KMC| Zachary- today I was doing laundry. I remembered the first time I did laundry, 

after you were gone. I always folded the clothes with myself and Les's clothes in one half 

of the hamper, you and Joshua halved the other side. Well, I was pretty much in a daze as 

it was; everything seemed so surreal, and so pointless without you. I had folded a couple 

of things for our side of the hamper, then came a shirt belonged to Joshua, and as I placed 

it into the far corner- that was when it hit me- there would be no clothes belonged to you 

for the other side. That moment has stayed with me every laundry day, every time I look 

at the hamper. These are things we would never think of in terms of grief. But that is a 

reality (FB February 12, 2009 at 4:55pm). 

This poignantly telling facebook quote reminds us that the sadness of child loss manifests itself in the every 

day. For KMC, what seems to be a menial chore for us is, for her a daily reminder of that which is lost. 

Among the many things that remind parents of their loss, holidays, birthdays, and death days are the 

hardest to bear. The death day is “a day to remember” for FC. For KMC Mondays are the hardest because 

that is the day her son died, and they come once a week without fail. Both Mondays and laundry days have 

a different meaning for KMC since the death of her child. Moreover, the very act of doing laundry has 

transformed from a weekly routine to a consistent reminder of the tragedy.  

KMC| A parent, who loses a child... a child who was a part of them...the one you were 

supposed to be able to protect from anything and everything...there, is never going to 
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come a time that we will "get over it”.... We will learn to live with our "new normal" … 

We will speak our child’s name, we will cling to our happy memories, and we will need 

the love and support of family and friends for the rest of our days (FB February 28, 2013 

at 11:26am). 

In the previous quote KMC’s statement “the one you were supposed to be able to protect from anything 

and everything...” suggests a tacit awareness that the ability to protect one’s child from “anything and 

everything” is not possible. Because preventability was salient to these parents’ narratives, and negligence 

attended 5 of these 6 deaths (anecdotally substantiating Armour’s statement that negligence is deemed a 

causal factor in 82% of fatal road crashes (2006:61)) it is important to reiterate that the grief complicating 

factor of preventability is a key concept in considering the life-long nature of these parents’ losses. Without 

the negligence, there might never have been the loss – a point that these parents ruminate on for years, 

decades, even a lifetime. 
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CONCLUSION 

It may be concluded that, among this population of the bereaved, grief is prolonged, is 

complicated and profound in its effect.  Surviving children provide motivation to navigate grief and 

meaning restructuring. Parent role dissonance between being the parent of a child who has died and a living 

child creates a great deal of emotional work early in the grief process. Given the profound and lifelong 

nature of child loss (including vulnerable road user crashes and its attendant grief complicating factors) 

meaning restructuring theory, as used in this study, makes it abundantly clear that the path of grief for a 

parent griever is a never ending process. This identity is important for social research as it demonstrates the 

anomie and flux of a life altered by loss. It is a position in need of greater understanding.  

These parents tell multiple versions of the story of loss through vulnerable road user crashes. The 

narratives of these parents themselves are shaped by the situated nature of language as a symbolic 

instrument of communication and the cultural context for constructing experiences with death. These 

narratives suggest that, in their grief, these parents develop a series of varying strategies as they cope with, 

and struggle through, a range of reactions and rationalizations both of which never reach a state of 

“closure.” Instead, the “resolution” attained by these parents demonstrate a process of grief management 

and the struggle to find meaning in life after the death of their child. Even once a path for moving forward 

has been established and whatever sense could be made of the tragedy solidified, the pain remains.  

For these parent survivors, meaning restructuring is mandatory for survival.   Becoming advocates 

for change these parents strive to make their child’s life and death mean something by raising awareness of 

the social costs of this incommensurable loss. Meaning is attained through taking control (of advocacy 

efforts) by means of getting actively involved in safety advocacy and policy to  honor their child, while at 

the same time relinquishing control over the loss of the child. Parents rationalizations in relinquishing 

control were reflected in both ends of the spectrum of fate (i.e. no reason) and faith (i.e. God has a 

purpose). It appears that this attempt to gain the relative peace of mind to “move through” the grieving 

process is at some level required for these grieving parents.  
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The meaning restructuring processes these parents experience as they move through the grief 

process are ongoing and central to understanding how child loss continually affects bereaved parents.  

These parents learn to carry on in practical ways mainly through their continuing responsibilities to their 

surviving children. In this process the role of ‘parent as protector’ is heightened with surviving children as 

is the emotional labor involved in being grieving parents with surviving children.  Parents struggle with a 

role conflict in identifying as a parent when they lose a child, yet remain a parent to their surviving 

children. This parenting contradiction is very pronounced early in the grief process; however, as time 

passes and meaning is restructured, grieving parents learn to strike a balance between being the parent of a 

child who has died and a living child.  

As members of a marginalized experience group, these parents begin to realize their disadvantaged 

and devalued worldview within our existing dominant car culture. These narratives illustrate that it is from 

this worldview that activism emerges as a form of resistance to, and empowerment from, their social 

marginalization. Activism also serves to solidify continuing bonds with their dead child within their 

restructured meanings of life after loss. Loss of a child through any fatality is truly unfathomable to the 

uninitiated – the narratives of grieving parents (whose capacity to describe the loss is limited by the situated 

nature of their language as a symbolic instrument of communication) are subjective – their attempts to 

share their marginalized viewpoints can never truly be understood by anyone who hasn’t lost a child. Our 

society can, however respond to this knowledge by driving their cars as if lives depended on it, which of 

course, they do. Taken together, these findings represent a body of knowledge that lends an undeniable 

voice to the social issues intrinsic to road use fatalities. For those parents who have lost a child, and those 

parents who were gracious enough to participate in my study, the benefits of my work will, I hope, serve to 

let you know that someone is listening – for what it’s worth.  
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DISCUSSION 

FC| I am a father of two sons and my older son is dead and my younger son is four years 

old. That’s normal for me now. I can say it without crying now… My new normal is that 

I’m never going to be complete. My life, however it may look or seem to other people 

who are not me, like my life is never going to be okay. My life is never going to be right, 

always going to be wrong. 

Grief “resolution” involves navigating grief – in western individualistic culture this is best done 

quickly and privately with a goal of “getting over it” and “moving on.” For bereaved parents ‘getting over” 

and “moving on” are misnomers. There is something about moving on from their loss that never gets 

resolved. These parents always incorporate ongoing representations of their child who has died in their 

daily existence. Coming to peace with the “new normal” represents a progression toward a restructured 

meaning that allows the death to exist as a fact of life - as a normal part of life. Meanings of cultural 

symbols – both material and linguistic – are not inherent features of society. Rather, they are constantly 

negotiated into instances of mutually recognizable shared understanding.  This is apparent in the ways that 

these parents have re-conceptualized views of common material symbols in our culture (stop signs, 

intersections, bicycles, cars, children’s toys, etc.). Further, the parents’ experiences and interactions with 

non-material, abstract symbols and with other people have altered the meanings of what it is to live a 

“normal” life and be a parent. Contrary to western normative grief expectations we can conclude that 

continuing bonds is a constituent part of meaning restructuring for grieving parents. This supports 

Neimeyer’s principle tenet of meaning restructuring theory; namely that  meaning restructuring is the 

primary goal of coping with loss. 

The incomplete versions of self that these parents now have to proceed with make one take pause 

before proclaiming any kind of “grief resolution” or any notion of “getting over it.” We now know this is 

not how this process works. The grief process is never over. These parents’ narratives make this 

painstakingly clear. However, grieving parents can reach a point where their lives continue in a non-

paralyzing and debilitating fashion. “Moving on” does not mean “getting over it” or attaining “closure” – it 
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means living with the stigma of being a parent who has lost a child. It means living with the recurring pain 

every day. It means questioning your belief systems regularly, and never finding the comfort of 

complacency that may have been present prior to the tragedy. Moving on means that certain symbols 

(roads, cars, cell phones, traffic signs, crosswalks, bicycles, and so on) will forever be changed. For these 

parents, those symbols will never carry the meaning they do for the general population, and an imperative 

exists to let people ‘know’ their attitudes and actions have consequences. However altered these parents 

lives are, they still move on and how they do that is a process in need of greater understanding. 

The progression from a search for meaning and self-blame to a new “self” that is seen by the 

world in a new, and forever altered way allows these parents to move forward. However, grieving parents 

stand outside of society’s expectations of what it means to be a parent. The incomplete versions of self with 

which these parents now have to proceed make one take pause before proclaiming any kind of “grief 

resolution.” We now know this is not how the process works.  

For FC his meaning restructuring has led to a person with no faith in agency or control over 

outcomes. Perhaps a valid perception of life, but that perception for this father was the direct result of the 

preventable death of his first born son. During the interviews FC and JC both expressed frustration over the 

paucity of information that was made available to them and the inordinate length of time it took to get 

answers to what happened the day their son died. While FC spoke directly about agency and control as 

normative perceptions he no longer holds, the other narratives did not appear to have such catastrophic 

outcomes attached to that part of the self.     

KMC expresses an inner reserve of faith in the goodness of living. She readily acknowledges the 

overwhelming grief that continues to plague her days and nights, but tempers that with a strong faith in an 

afterlife where her son dwells in waiting. SS turned to God in an effort to make meaning of her loss, JC 

focuses her attentions on her surviving son, and NM and MH imagine an afterlife where their children are 

watching them. Religion can provide explanations that are beyond understanding. Fate offers the 

justification that there is no reasoning behind the things that happen. Both take the responsibility out of the 

parents’ hands while also helping them reach acceptance of lack of agency in their loss. 
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From a symbolic interactionist viewpoint denial can be viewed as rejection of the meaning 

reached. With the sudden, unanticipated death of one’s child the assumptive world view is shattered and 

even the words or symbols we use to engage shared meaning take on a singular ominous quality. In the 

findings, JC’s use of euphemisms to tell her step-father of Zachary’s death is emblematic of Western 

normative views of child death as unnatural – a thing to be feared and avoided. The ‘parent as protector’ 

role is challenged by vulnerable road user death, altering the typical parental role. Given the grief 

complicating factors, particularly the parent-child bond, the suddenness and the perceived preventability of 

the death, the assumptive world views of the parent as protector and the world as a safe place are shattered. 

JC’s grief was prolonged and exacerbated by her intensive mothering stance and perception of the parent as 

protector role. This suggests a social construction of Western individualism extending to the nuclear family 

unit. The fact that the liable parties withheld details about what happened the day her son died, (details that 

would have confirmed their culpability) a common practice in our litigious society JC was left with no 

other option but to blame herself. JC is aware that her intensive mothering stance prolonged her grief and 

self-recrimination. 

There is a considerable amount of emotional work that these parents have to engage in in the 

course of their daily lives. This is work that parents who have not lost a child never even consider. 

Hochschild defines emotional labor as, “labor [that] requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to 

sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others…  This kind of labor calls 

for a coordination of mind and feeling, and it sometimes draws on a source of self that we honor as deep 

and integral to our individuality” (2012 p. 7).  

Talking about their child, talking to their child, speaking their child’s name are explicit strategies 

these parents employ to continue a bond with their child who has died. Time heals or “softens the edges” 

but life without their child is, like parental love, never ending. In the process of developing a restructured 

meaning, parents struggle with that which is absent. Identity shifts that continue to manifest emotional 

anguish in normlessness become the new normal. Decisions made in the day to day lived experience of a 
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grieving parent with surviving children represent a shift toward the living child and away from the dead 

child; however, representations of their absent child continue to be present in these decisions. 

At the heart of symbolic interaction is the idea that symbols take on a shared meaning through 

interaction (a crosswalk, a stop sign, a bicycle, roads, and cars all have meanings for us that are commonly 

shared). For grieving parents of vulnerable road user fatalities these shared meanings are lost and normative 

symbol shifts are unavoidable. According to Celine-Marie Pascale, “the individual and society are 

interdependent and inseparable—both are constituted through shared meanings” (2011:78). If agreed upon 

shared meanings make a shared reality possible (Pascale, 2011) then what these parents experience as a 

result of their meaning shifts is a reality that is only shared by other vulnerable road user fatality grievers. 

Their reality cannot be shared and a separation from normative society results. KMC expresses this concept 

in the following facebook post: 

KMC| Zachary ....sitting here, thinking of you. Missing you. Remembering how it used to 

be...and in other ways, not even able to remember what a "normal” life is. When days 

blended into each other, because there was always tomorrow. When we didn't realize that 

our "tomorrows" were numbered. Plans could be made then...without fears, without 

wondering if the future were that uncertain. Each and every day I wish you were still 

here, that you and your brother were growing up together. But there is no going 

back.....just moving forward... life is for the living... as they say. So we honor your 

memory, we make new memories, and always we think of you. We love you Zachary (FB 

April 4, 2013 at 5:25pm). 

After the complex process of meaning-making and coming out the other end of it with a varied level of 

resolution or understanding, most of the parents in my sample turned to activism and service, finding 

meaning thru advocacy and activism. This work is an act of honoring their child, and maintaining 

continued bonds with the child they have lost. It appears that restructuring meaning in this way allows these 

parents to move forward, but they do so always with the goal of continuing a bond with their child who has 

died. 
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FUTURE RESEARCH and POLICY DIRECTION  

KMC| I would tell drivers and politicians that long after they have "forgotten" about the 

tragic event...that our lives are forever impacted, that "our normal" will never be 

again....we now have a "new normal" ....we have to find a purpose, a reason to keep on 

breathing, keep on living....a way to deal with the guilt a smile can bring, that any 

moment of happiness now brings with it guilty feelings...of the one who is no longer by 

our side... That change is necessary....safety has to come first. 

The significance of this study lies in its capacity to explicate the social and emotional costs of a 

particular type of preventable fatality – vulnerable road user fatality. The implications and findings are 

expected to generate greater awareness of these social and emotional costs within the traffic safety 

community in general and policy making arenas in particular. From a research perspective, a primary value 

of this work is in encouraging greater use of qualitative studies in policy specific areas of inquiry. This is 

but one study of one marginalized group of one type of social problem that could benefit from policy level 

changes (for example, this study could be used to lobby for increased levels of funding in transportation 

safety). Twenty such studies would create a much stronger voice in research directed policy initiatives. This 

study will contribute to greater support for bereaved parents and perhaps a more careful driving culture. It 

is my sincerest hope that this research will reach a wide audience and help change the social fabric of the 

current driving culture to a newly recognized level of compassion, empathy and care in sharing the road.  

Other qualitative studies could easily compliment the wealth of quantitative data that exists about road 

crash fatalities.   

Again, from a research perspective, my novel use of Niemeyer’s restructured meaning theory 

suggests a need to expand current views of meaning restructuring theory to reflect the ongoing nature of 

meaning restructuring given the lifelong loss intrinsic to child death. Current views of meaning 

restructuring theory in relation to coping with loss hold that creating and recreating narratives of the loss 

experience are primarily directed at understanding the circumstances surrounding the loss; that is, the death 

itself and the circumstances surrounding the death. For these parents, processing the loss never ends, but it 
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does change as the parents themselves change. This requires an ongoing creation and recreation of 

narratives related to these parents ongoing and ever changing grief processes. I therefore  recommend the 

use of this expanded theoretical construct for further research in parental grief studies to explore the 

processes of attaining post-loss restructured meaning that will provide new ways of looking at many 

marginalized populations. It is my belief that incorporating a larger view of meaning restructuring (to 

reflect the ongoing nature of grief processes) into future research designs will yield results more reflective 

of lived experiences over time.  

While parents are the most profoundly affected, other populations are also affected by this 

preventable loss. My study dealt primarily with high functioning surviving parents who stated that one of 

the main reasons they were able to navigate their grief was the motivation to be present for their other 

children. Other parent groups include absent parents and single child parents whose narratives would likely 

be substantially different. Beyond parents, others affected by vulnerable road user fatalities include (but are 

certainly not limited to) first responders, perpetrators, extended family groupings, classmates, co-workers 

and family friends. To understand the full extent of this type of loss, it is recommended that further studies 

of larger samples of primary grievers be undertaken, as well as studies of other groups of affected 

individuals as suggested above. 

From a policy direction perspective this study shows that, regardless of the psychosocial 

functioning of bereaved parents, they require ongoing supportive services; the taken for granted expectation 

that grieving parents can or will engage successfully with current social service paradigms is inconsistent 

with the finding that their shattered assumptive world views and their Western normative ideology shifts 

renders current social services insufficient to the needs of this population of lifelong grievers.  I recommend 

cultural sensitivity training for service providers that include heightened awareness of the lifelong nature of 

parental grief and the need for supportive services regardless of functioning levels of individual grievers. 

These parents are also keenly appreciative of efforts to honor and remember their children who have died.  

As to honoring these lost souls and helping parents to feel less isolated in their grief, I would like to suggest 

a National Day of Remembrance for Road Crash Victims, similar to the national honorarium held in 
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Canada each year. I believe this would serve to increase public awareness of the human costs of fatal road 

crashes, and could reduce negligent driving practices, which lead to 82% of road crash fatalities. Since we 

now know that parental grief is a lifelong process of incredible pain and suffering, and since we also know 

that fatal road crashes are due to negligence 82% of the time, we can recommend policies aimed at 

reducing negligence thereby reducing negligence related fatalities. These policies may take the form of 

bicycle and pedestrian safety training, as well as motorist training and incentivizing diligent driving 

practices. Any amount of money spent on these policy initiatives would be well spent after saving just one 

life. At an 82% negligence rate, it is safe to assume lives saved (not to mention property damage) would be 

substantially more than that.  Bringing these issues to light may positively affect public policy and social 

norms that affect the lives of bereaved parents. Public policy discourse would, one hopes, take on a level of 

urgency in resolving issues of shared space and rules of the road to prevent future instances of vulnerable 

road user fatalities.  

Three of the children in this study were struck by “professional” motorists; that is, motorists who 

drove vehicles either for their living or as part of their job. They are not subject to the same higher fines 

and sanctions for hand held technology device use that professional big rig truck drivers are –they should 

be by virtue of the fact that they drive for a living. Two of the children in this study were struck by 

inexperienced or inattentive motorists. Since negligence is deemed a causal factor in 82% or road crash 

fatalities, it is time to consider the possibility that it was a mistake to de-fund driver training programs in 

public high schools. With the advent of technostractions (technological distractions) and the occurrence of 

negligence-based fatal road crashes the need to properly train new motorists is stronger than ever. Finally, 

increasing consequences (fines and other sanctions) for negligence based driving practices as well as 

including a mandatory “share the road” component to driver training and traffic school programs would all 

serve to reduce vulnerable road user fatality which, in turn, would reduce the number of persons negatively 

impacted by vulnerable road user fatalities in particular and more generally, all road user crashes.  
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