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SUMMARY 

 

Northern Namibia, a region heavily affected by the AIDS epidemic, has a large 

number of orphans as a result. This study explores how orphaned children and 

adolescents in this region experience the death and loss of their parent(s). Parental 

loss is recognised as one of the most stressful events in the lives of children and 

adolescents. Current psychological bereavement research with children often 

consists of quantitative, questionnaire-based studies that concentrate on 

complicated grief responses. However, there is also a need to understand the 

bereavement experiences of children from a qualitative, ethnography-based 

methodology. There is a lack of such research, especially in an African setting, and 

within the contexts of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The extent of parentally bereaved 

children worldwide implies that understanding the stressful experiences linked to 

parental death, as well as these children’s needs in dealing with such adversities, 

constitute significant public health issues and need more research. Furthermore, 

such research may inform the types of bereavement care offered to orphans. For 

instance, there is a need to develop models that are grounded in the experiences of 

bereaved children. Such knowledge contributes to our theoretical understanding 

of grief among children. Issues such as the ‘meaning’ that children construct or 

attach to their loss experiences and their subsequent life trajectories provide 

deeper insights into childhood grief. 

 Within the three social science disciplines that study grief -psychology, 

anthropology and sociology -it is argued that grief is not only an intrapersonal 

phenomenon, but also a social-cultural one. Grief occurs within a cultural setting, 

whereby communication within families guided by specific cultural traditions 

often affects personal grief. The experience of grief may also be influenced by the 

financial effects of the loss of a loved one. The purpose of my study was to explore 

the grief experiences of children and adolescents bereaved of one or both parents 

in northern Namibia, and to examine the cultural, social and financial contexts of 

bereavement in order to provide a more in-depth understanding of childhood 

grief as a psycho-biological and culturally and socially expressed phenomenon.  
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 This study is a contribution to the anthropology of children and 

childhood. In this field, children’s own perspectives are central to the 

methodology, ethics and analysis. At the same time, partly in response to the 

emphasis on children’s agency and perspectives within the field, scholars have 

highlighted attention to the social-cultural structures that shape children’s lives. 

As several contributions to the literature have noted, a robust anthropology of 

childhood does not only focus on child perspectives but must also be based on a 

traditional, multi-method approach employed by fieldworkers. Such an approach 

was the basis of this research. 

 In this study, I used a research methodology, the Kids Club method, to 

inventorize and examine feelings of grief and perspectives on parental loss among 

children in northern Namibia. Researching grief means dealing with topics that 

can be considered as sensitive in nature. Additionally, northern Namibia is a 

region with a general atmosphere of reticence surrounding the issue of HIV/AIDS 

and death. Moreover, children in this region are not used to voicing their opinion 

to adults. Such a research context can evoke only minimal research responses in 

children, as was found in previous studies. Thus, children should be tactfully 

encouraged to express their personal feelings. At the same time, it is of the utmost 

importance to prevent participant distress. For the research process, this 

necessitated the need for a careful and respectful approach in order to avoid 

research conditions that might be stressful for the children. 

 With the Kids Club method, a balance between these two aspects was 

achieved. I developed this method during previous research with orphans in 

Namibia. The method consists of bringing children together as a group for a 

longer period of time. During the meetings, group discussions took place and 

various non-verbal and creative methods were offered as well. Next to the Kids 

Club, one-to-one interviews were conducted and the children were visited at 

home. Various aspects of these methods, such as the prolonged period of meeting 

with the children, the preparation of themes, attention to the research setting, and 

the variety of methods offering children diverse ways to voice their feelings and 

experiences, helped children to express personal and sensitive issues. The role of 

the researcher is important to prevent ‘participant distress’ - by reducing 

researcher-participant power inequality and fostering sensitivity during 

interviewing. A further element was the collaboration with local youth care 
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professionals. Alongside this, addressing ethical issues such as confidentiality, 

consent and ‘non-harmful procedures’ were pivotal.  

 In this study, 20 children and 14 adolescents (orphaned and non-

orphaned) participated, alongside their caregivers. The adolescents had already 

taken part in the previous study 7 years earlier (Van der Brug, 2007), and were 

therefore part of a longitudinal approach. The study took place in rural northern 

Namibia.  

 Four aspects of childhood grief can be distinguished. The first aspect 

concerns the cultural setting in which childhood grief takes place. North-central 

Namibia is mainly populated by the Ovambo. In this region, children were 

commonly shielded from death. In the recent past (one or two generations ago), 

children were not permitted to attend the funeral of their parents and were often 

even not informed about a parent’s death. It was thought that this would protect 

children against emotional distress, help them to forget, and prevent nightmares. 

These practices have changed: almost all children and adolescents in this study 

were informed about the death of their parent, and the majority had attended their 

parent’s funeral. However, regulating how youths deal with death is still apparent 

in Ovambo notions of childhood grief. The duration that children and adolescents 

could express grief was restricted; they were not allowed to show grief after the 

funeral. Furthermore, caregivers urged children to accept the death of their 

parents and forget them. This forgetting was sometimes actively encouraged by, 

for example, preventing them from looking at pictures of their deceased parents. 

At the same time, the dead were remembered by sharing stories about them.  

 This study argues that these cultural notions influence the way children 

experience grief, but that, at the same time, several children felt differently from 

how these notions prescribe how they should deal with loss. In line with Ovambo 

notions, most children did not openly cry over their parent’s loss after the funeral. 

They also experienced processes of forgetting and remembering in dealing with 

parent loss. However, grief experiences also deviated from cultural norms: several 

children indicated that they felt sad for a long time and could not forget about the 

death of their parent. Dreams were often a part of children’s responses to 

bereavement. These were generally perceived as negative and unpleasant. This 

study argues that these dreams somewhat ‘interfere’ with Ovambo notions of 

dealing with grief, as they appear to offer children some room to talk about their 

parent and provide a way to express their grief. Children also identified factors 
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that helped them to live with grief. These were, amongst others, playing together 

with others, doing household chores, sleeping (children), friendship, religion, and 

‘positive ways of thinking’ (adolescents). 

 The second aspect deals with the role of caregiver-child communication in 

experiences of grief. Personal grief takes place within a social context, in particular 

within a family system. Orphans in northern Namibia mainly live within the 

extended family. Some children live with their surviving parent, but many others 

live with grandparents, aunts, more distantly related kin, and, in some cases, with 

non-relatives. Fosterage is common in northern Namibia. Parental loss is an 

important reason to foster children, but also other reasons, such as educational 

opportunities and gift-giving, are frequent. Communication patterns between 

these caregivers and the orphans in their care are a significant aspect of children’s 

grief experiences. Both caregivers and several children and adolescents were 

reluctant to talk about the deceased parent. Caregivers were generally unwilling 

to discuss feelings in relation to parental loss or to provide information about the 

deceased parent. Various factors underlie this: for example, the view that children 

are ‘too young’ for such conversations, taboos regarding talking about death, fear 

for their own emotional distress as a result of the questions, silence about AIDS as 

the cause of death, and when information about the late parent is not available. 

Among children and adolescents, other factors played a role. For instance, as 

protection from becoming sad or worried, fearing that the caregivers would 

interpret questions about their parents as criticism on the way they treated 

orphans in their care, and that they often did not find ‘the right time’ to ask their 

remaining parent about their deceased parent if they were sporadically visited in 

their foster homes.  

 However, other children and adolescents would have liked to receive 

information. They wished to form an image of their late parent by receiving 

information about them, and they showed a need to talk about the loss suffered. 

The need for information appears to be related to a sense of identity. They also 

wanted clarity about the cause of their parent’s death. Such secrecy surrounding a 

death can affect relationships and lead to distrust and anxiety. The adolescents, in 

particular, reported to have such feelings. Thus, different factors, including HIV 

and fosterage-related factors, are the foundation of limited caregiver-child 

communication. The communication model presented in this thesis maps out the 
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different bottlenecks in such intergenerational interaction, and is useful for 

bereavement interventions that focus on strengthening such communication.  

 The third aspect relates to the role of economic insecurity in children’s 

feelings of loss and grief. The loss of parents often has significant financial effects 

on the lives of children in northern Namibia. Child poverty rates are high in 

households with orphans, and several children in this study spoke about a lack of 

food, clothes and school materials. In this study, a number of children and 

adolescents expressed their grief over the death of their parent in financial and 

material terms. For some this had to do with basic necessities, while for others this 

concerned relatively luxurious items and financial support to achieve more in life. 

Several children in this study had not lived with the parent before his/her death, 

and others had lost their parent at a very young age. These factors probably 

played a role in the extent to which children expressed their loss in financial and 

material terms.  

This study also examined how the state contributes to the economic 

security of orphans. The child welfare grant, the most important policy instrument 

to tackle child poverty among orphans in Namibia, was found to have a positive 

effect on the lives of the participants. However, about half of the orphaned 

participants did not (fully) benefit from the grant, even though they qualified for 

it. Orphans either did not have the necessary forms or identification documents to 

apply for the grant, or the grant was abused by third parties. Some policy 

recommendations in relation to the child grant are provided. Furthermore, many 

non-orphans in Namibia experience the consequences of poverty as well. 

Increasingly, other factors, such as household wealth, are viewed to be more 

influential for child vulnerability than orphaning. This study has found a similar 

pattern. The findings of this study therefore offer support for a social protection 

system that assists all families with children.  

 The fourth aspect concerns the influence of social insecurity on childhood 

grief in northern Namibia. Several orphans had to deal with social insecurity, such 

as unequal treatment or abuse within their foster household or in the household of 

their remaining parent. Children and adolescents longed for their parents if they 

were treated badly. They felt the parent could have protected them from unequal 

treatment or maltreatment, or they would not have been in an abusive situation in 

the first place if the parent had not died. Thus, the quality of caregiving is an 

important aspect of these children’s grief experiences. Psychological research 
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shows the importance of social security in adjusting to parental loss. Such research 

suggests that children generally adjust well to parental loss, in terms of mental 

health resilience, when they have a safe and supportive home environment and 

when they are connected to a trusted adult. In contrast, an abusive home situation 

makes such adjustment much more difficult. 

 Nearly all children and two-thirds of the adolescents spoke of the unequal 

or bad treatment they experienced. Beatings were most commonly mentioned, 

ranging from disciplining to physical abuse. These findings offer support for the 

notion that Namibia has a problematic level of violence against children in the 

domestic setting. The role of HIV (HIV infection of the caregiver), fosterage (an 

orphan’s inability to contribute to the household costs), and poverty were among 

the identified risk factors for child maltreatment, which shows the interrelation 

between social and economic insecurities. Strategies that children used to get 

away from abusive home situations were running away and finding shelter with 

other relatives or acquaintances, and informing others about the maltreatment. 

The findings showed that various challenges still exist in providing a sufficient 

system for child protection in Namibia, especially when it comes to attending to 

the needs of rural children. These included, among others, a lack of social workers 

and underreporting.  

 This study presents a rich description of how children in northern 

Namibia experience grief after parental loss, and provides an in-depth 

understanding of the cultural, social and financial contexts that shape these 

experiences. It concludes that a combined approach between the disciplines of 

anthropology, psychology and sociology is helpful in understanding these 

experiences. Attention on ‘grief’s sociality’, which is increasingly addressed in the 

three disciplines, is therefore essential. Such perspectives on grief, in particular 

those whereby grief is seen to emerge from relationships, expectations and 

obligations, have been useful frameworks in this study. These include, for 

example, the meaning of the deceased parent (as provider or protector) for the 

child, the ‘shattering of dreams’ (Bowman) in relation to the loss of opportunities, 

and the ‘continuing bonds’ people maintain with the dead (Klass, Silverman & 

Nickman) in understanding children’s nightmares. In order to integrate the 

different contexts that may influence people’s bereavement perceptions, especially 

in an African setting, several authors (e.g., Demmer) argued for a ‘holistic’ or 
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‘ecological’ perspective of grief. This is a useful perspective for understanding 

children’s contextualised experiences in northern Namibia. 

 Finally, this study also addresses the question as to what extent the 

Ovambo way of dealing with loss is ‘beneficial’ for children and adolescents. The 

value underlying Ovambo norms vis-à-vis death, such as forgetting, contribute to 

children’s recovery and appears to have the intention of helping orphans to 

resume a normal life. However, this pattern of dealing with loss leaves children 

little room to express and share their grief and it gives them few options to find 

out information about their deceased parents. The data of this study show that 

many children and adolescents find it important to know about their parent’s 

behaviour and character, their life circumstances, and their cause of death. 

Furthermore, in contemporary Western views on handling childhood grief, the 

premise exists that children should be offered the possibility to express their grief 

and have the ability to raise questions in relation to the death of their parent. In 

the evaluation of this study, several children likewise said that it had ‘felt good’ to 

talk about their deceased parents and their loss experiences. Thus, while 

respecting to local coping systems, it appears that many children in northern 

Namibia would benefit from more openness in dealing with parental loss.  

 


