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Summary 

Each year in Ireland, more than 2,750 families are affected by the death of a child1. Anam 

Cara, set up in 2008, is an all-island organisation providing information and support to 

these bereaved parents and families.  We are inclusive; supporting families where there 

has been a death of a child2 of any age and through all circumstances.  Information 

resources and bereavement support are provided throughout Ireland and Northern 

Ireland.  
 

Over the last ten years, Anam Cara has undertaken an immense amount of work with 

limited staff.  We have welcomed 145,000 website visitors, produced videos viewed over 

21,000 times and disseminated 18,450 information packs.  In the last year, we have run 

137 events for parents, including 12 support groups and four half-day support events.  In 

this one year, 2,135 parents attended events where over 650 parents were attending 

services for the first time.  The average cost of this support is 139 euros per parent. 
 

Based on our annual survey carried out in May 2020, this report summarises the impact 

currently produced by our work and maps the survey's findings against our core values.  

This shows to the extent to which we are carrying out our work in the way in which we 

intend.  This impact review shows very high satisfaction from people who use our 

services.   

 
 

 

                                              

 
1 CSO Statistics RoI/NI for registered deaths between the age of  0-44 years 
2 ‘Child of any age’ also includes adult children.    

95% of people are satisfied or very satisfied with Anam Cara activities.   

 

96% are satisfied or very satisfied with the Family Day and 

Remembrance Events. 

 

95% are very satisfied or satisfied with Parent Evenings and 

Bereavement Information Events. 
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Introduction 
 

Each year in Ireland, approximately more than 2,750 families are affected by the death of a 

child (CSO/Northern Ireland Statistics, 2016). Parental grief is complex, intense, highly 

individualised, and long-lasting (Arnold & Gemma, 2008).  Not surprisingly, child loss has 

been associated with adverse parental outcomes, including a heightened risk for 

psychological distress, diminished psychosocial well-being, increased risk of psychiatric 

comorbidities (including prolonged grief), poor physical health, increase in use of health 

services, increased mortality and increased risk of suicide (Rosenberg et al., 2012; 

Lichtenthal et al., 2015; Harper et al., 2011; Song et al, 2019)  

 

The evidence-based public health approach to bereavement care suggests that everyone 

who experiences the loss of someone close will need some form of support after the death. 

For the majority, the support from family and friends; and relevant practical and emotional 

information is sufficient to cope with this life changing event. However, some will need 

additional support, such as peer support and a minority will need more intensive supports, 

such as counselling and therapy (Aoun et al 2015; 2018). Those who experience the death 

of a child are more likely to develop a more complex grief reaction than the general 

bereaved population and thus require these additional supports (Kersting et al, 2011). The 

Bereavement Care Pyramid is a national framework based on the public health approach to 

bereavement care. The framework provides an overview of bereavement care -identifying 

the varying levels of need experienced by those who are bereaved, the supports/services 

appropriate to meet each level of need and the recommended knowledge/skills required by 

those providing support at each of the four levels (IHF, 2020).  Anam Cara’s services map to 

level 1 and 2 as well as facilitating access to level 3 (See Appendix 1 for more detail). 

 

Anam Cara  

Anam Cara, set up in 2008, is an all-island organisation providing information and support 

to bereaved families throughout Ireland and Northern Ireland.  We are an inclusive 

organisation, supporting families where there has been a death of a child of any age and 

through all circumstance. We have 3 staff, over 28 parent volunteers and 12 self-employed 

professional facilitators, who are supported by a strong governance and regulatory 
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structure.  The facilitators are contracted to deliver the monthly parent group meetings.  We 

provide a structured training programme for volunteers as well as supervision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the last ten years, Anam Cara has undertaken an immense amount of work with limited 

staff, welcoming 145,000 website visitors, producing videos viewed over 21,000 times and 

disseminating 18,450 information packs. In 2019 Anam Cara developed a bespoke training 

programme for their volunteer parents and professional facilitators. The last year, it has run 

137 events for parents, including 12 support groups and four half-day support events.  In 

this one year, 2,135 parents attended events where over 650 parents attended services for 

the first time.  The average cost of this support is 139 euros per parent.  
 

Report Methodology 

This report is based on a survey that has run annually for several years to inform the 

Professional Facilitator and Volunteer Parent Annual Training and Review workshops in 

June.  A standard quantitative methodology is used.  A SurveyMonkey link was sent by text 

and email to all parents subscribed to the Anam Cara database on May 13th 2020.  The survey 

was live for 8 days.  Of the 1420 parents contacted, 332 took part, producing a response 

rate of 23%. The survey consisted of 15 questions.  All but one question was optional.  As 

the survey is anonymous, no demographics were collected.  Quotes from the survey are 

used throughout this report to illustrate the issues raised.   

When you're just about keeping your head above water, but realise that nobody else 

around you really understands your pain, no matter how kind and loving and 

understanding they are.  Anam Cara is there, with people who truly understand, who 

will give you the time to make sense of the unacceptable, to quietly support you and for 

you to feel that support because everyone in Anam Cara is travelling that road with you 

in their grief... that some day you WILL feel that you can breathe a little again and even 

find solace in the little things in your life.  That your journey is so unique, that you might 

think that you're losing your mind with grief one moment, and can't cope... but to know 

you can reach out and someone will be there to help you, because they truly 

understand.  
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What people say about Anam Cara… 

This is a service run by bereaved parents for other bereaved parents so it’s not 

counselling, it’s a support system run by the only people who actually know 

what you are going through. That’s a unique service and support not offered 

anywhere else. 

 

….there’s no better place than being with people that are trying to get through 

every day, getting up every morning and thinking I have another day to try and 

get through, but I realised I liked to be with bereaved parents as they can 

identify how I feel, and when they say I know how you are feeling, you know 

they speak the truth. So many times people have said to me I don’t know how 

your feeling… 

 

Anam Cara offers a safe place where you can just be yourself and talk openly 

without worrying what others people are thinking of you... because everyone 

knows what it is like to have buried your child’ 

 

What people say about our services… 

 

 Welcoming atmosphere and a cup of tea/coffee helps put group at ease. 

(Anam Cara facilitator) is great, he helped me understand that all the feelings I 

feel are valid and that other parents feel them as well. He helped my husband 

come out of his shell. I think that the 'man to man' connection helped a lot 

there. 

 

I think it is a relief to talk to like-minded people about your dead child.  It is 

easier to share the experience.  Friends are kind but you can't keep using them 

as listeners for as long as you might need to. 
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Embedding our core values in our 

services 
 

Anam Cara offers a unique model of bereavement peer support with appropriate 

professional interventions if needed.  Its mission is to provide hope, share experiences and 

reduce isolation for bereaved parents by offering relevant support services.  It achieves this 

by providing a lifeline to parents through our online and face-to-face peer support services.  

At the center of Anam Cara are five core organisational values that ensure high-level impact: 

Quality, Impact, Supporting Change, Inclusivity, Collaboration and Reflection (see Anam 

Cara Strategic Plan 2019-2022).  The following sections highlight key findings of the survey 

in relation to each of these values. 

 

1. Quality: Ensuring consistent, high-quality services. 

At the heart of Anam Cara 

is a commitment to 

consistently producing 

high-quality support and 

events.  These events 

range from one-off 

support events to a 

professionally facilitated 

peer support group, each 

session is provided with 

support by a bereaved 

parent volunteer.  As 

shown in Graph one, 

currently, over 95% of 

people are satisfied or 

very satisfied with Anam Cara activities.  Specifically, 96% are satisfied or very satisfied with 

the family day and remembrance events, and 95% are very satisfied or satisfied with Parent 

evenings and Bereavement information events.   

Anam Cara gave me answers and advice that I wasn't 

going to get anywhere else. 

 

They validated that what I was feeling was in fact normal 

and I did not go crazy. They made me realise a lot of other 

people will not understand what we are going through, and 

to focus on the people who do, and get support when we 

are struggling. 

 

The weekend bereavement sessions with facilitators was 

excellent and our group had the men and women mixed 

which made it a little easier for me to understand my 

husband's grief from hearing other men as my husband. 
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Graph One: Parents report high levels of satisfaction with different aspects of Anam Cara  

  

 
 

While there are very high levels of satisfaction with the events, we are aware that some 

parents (2-3%) are dissatisfied.  We found that a small number thought they attended too 

early in their grief, and they were not ready to listen to other people's stories or that they 

did not wish to attend general events.  In addition, there is a need to expand services and 

ensure that the parent's journey through Anam Cara's services is appropriate.  In particular, 

we note that a small number of parents told us that sometimes they did not get a chance to 

speak.  We take this feedback onboard and we are assessing how we can better meet the 

needs of these parents.  However, the majority of parents attending Anam Cara events felt 

they gained information about bereavement, loss and different grief reactions, as well as 

being signposted to other services (see Graph Two).  For 73% of respondents, this was one 

reason they valued Anam Cara, precisely the good online information material and advice 

received.  

 

 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Family Day/Remembrance Events

Parent Evening

Bereavement Information Evening

Family Day/Remembrance Events Parent Evening Bereavement Information Evening

Very Satisfied 62 59 59

Satisfied 34 36 36

Dissatisfied 2 3 3

Very Dissatisfied 2 2 3
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Graph Two:  Parents report attending Anam Cara events for a wide range of reasons (shown 

by percentages of responses) 

 

 
 

Attendees also learn how other people may react and learn from other people's experience, 

e.g. coping strategies.  This seems particularly important for developing an understanding 

of how the other parent may react, especially in relation to women understanding men's 

reactions.  The vast majority of parents are quick to recognise the impact attending events 

can have. 
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2. Ensuring impact 

Our evaluation shows that parents value Anam Cara's services for the impact on their 

wellbeing (41%), stress levels (24%), coping with day-to-day challenges (35%) and self-

esteem (12%).  Anam Cara services helped across a wide range of areas, with parents being 

able to talk openly about their child (75%), addressing feelings of isolation (46%), support 

for life milestones (birthdays etc. 44%). Events such as Remembrance ceremonies let people 

remember their child together as a family and celebrate the life of their child.   Our 

evaluation shows that parents value Anam Cara's services for its impact on their wellbeing 

(41%), stress levels (24%), coping with day-to-day challenges (35%) and self-esteem (12%).   

 

Graph Three: Parents identified a range of impacts from attending Anam Cara events

 
 

At a familial level, Anam Cara services helped parents being able to talk openly about their 

child (75%), address feelings of isolation (46%), support for life milestones (birthdays etc. 

44%). In particular, events such as Remembrance ceremonies let people remember their 

child together as a family and celebrate the life of their child. 
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The types of ways Anam Cara events impacted people’s lives. 

 

I felt my life was over and couldn't see any way to continue living. When I went 

to my first Anam Cara meeting and realised all what I was feeling was natural 

and that it was ok to feel like that….. I am in a better place now and will be 

forever grateful to Anam Cara for getting me through the early years. While I 

still miss him terribly I am grateful for the years we had and I carry him in my 

heart 

 

I feel less isolated and more understood when I express how I am feeling. It's a 

comfort to be with parents who understand exactly what I am going through 

and I don't have to explain my emotions/feelings because they just "get it". 

 

I don't know how I would have celebrated my sons life but these events are so 

important to me and my husband. 

 

Our other children in particular benefit greatly from social events run by Anam 

Cara.' Remembrance ceremonies have helped the whole family but in particular 

our eldest child.  

 

It was very informative, and we both gained a lot from this. It gave us permission 

to feel as we did. Thank you for the opportunity to do this…. 

 

I highly value the opportunity to remember and talk of my child especially, 

without feeling guilty that you are making others uncomfortable and sad. I find 

a great deal of sanity, support and deep bonded connections with fellow 

bereaved parents at this group, which I cannot find anywhere else. 

 

Just getting a chance to talk about my daughter is the most helpful thing for 

me. People don't tend to mention her name anymore, and I find that upsetting. 
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3. Supporting Change and Healing: We are the real experts in this 
area. 

A core strand running through all Anam Cara’s work is the value it places on parents as 

experts and peer support.   Building on compassion, empathy and inclusivity, enables 

parents to open their minds when attending an Anam Cara event.  Parents can talk to others 

they can identify with and share their grief.  Critically they can also learn from other parent's 

journeys.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The organisation also harnesses this by 

providing high-quality professional support to 

support the strong peer community.  This 

means that parents can learn and realise things 

about their own feelings and grief.  Anam Cara 

provides parents with a welcome opportunity 

to speak to a wide range of persons, including 

a professional facilitator, a volunteer parent, 

and other bereavement parents.   

 

Parents find the availability of a professional facilitator reassuring, non-judgmental and 

supportive.  Parents describe Anam Cara Facilitators as friendly, welcoming, understanding, 

and recognise that they have experienced a similar loss, i.e., their child's death:  

 

 

 

 

I have seen parent come in with tears in their eyes and leaving with a smile. It 

helps to know you are not alone.  

 

A great opportunity to speak with (or listen to!) other bereaved families. To be 

able to feel you are not on your own. 

 

 

 

…knowing the organizers/speakers 

have also been through child loss 

really helps because they completely 

understand what we are going 

through. 
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4. Compassion and Empathy -creating a safe space. 

Compassion and Empathy is the foundation of Anam Cara, with events focused on creating 

a safe space for parents to speak about their grief and child. For many, this 'is the best part'.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Being run by parents who share the experience of losing a child ensures users are met with 

compassion and Empathy by Anam Cara staff and facilitators.  This provides parents with 

the opportunity to grieve (n=43) openly.  Parents tell us that this is an opportunity to be 

open, honest, feel, share, talk, listen, grieve, be themselves, remember, say their child's 

name (n=23).  There is no judgement. Instead, they and their grief is accepted and 

understood. 

 

5. Inclusivity -creating an open shared space. 

Anam Cara creates a strong, open and accessible community (N=143) for users.  Parents can 

identify with others in the group or event, and their events enable parents to feel that "I am 

not alone in this nightmare”.  This lets parents connect with people who have been through 

a similar experience and with people who understand them and/or their grief.  Parents tell 

us that listening to other people stories helps and they can learn from people further along 

their journey.  

 

It is the only place I feel comfortable talking about my son and feel accepted 

and understood. Our shared experiences mean that I can be truly honest with 

myself and others about my feelings. I never feel judged at Anam Cara and as 

strange as it may sound, I have often come away from meetings, feeling 

grateful which I never thought I would say in the same sentence as the loss of 

my …. Son. 

 

I did not feel up to talking about this very much at the time and this was well 

respected and I felt safe. 
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A core feature is that Anam Cara's safety net remains open to parents, which they can 

return to whenever they need. Unlike ‘formal services’ Anam Cara's safety net of support 

provides flexibility so that there is no pressure to attend group meetings regularly. Research 

suggests that health professionals should normalise experiences or engage in watchful 

waiting (Boelen, 2016). Anam Cara normalises bereaved parents experiences through their 

psychoeducational resources and events. In addition, parents are also made aware of 

further supports available. Although this increases the accessibility of further support, it 

leaves the onus on parents to seek further support. This in-reach approach to this level of 

service provision has shown to be a more effective approach and have more positive 

outcomes for service users (Schut et al, 2005).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Collaboration & Trust with partner organisations 

Anam Cara is embedded within the Irish ecosystem of supports for parents, and the value 

and expertise of Anam Cara are well recognised by Irish services, evidence by the 18% of 

people being referred by Gardai, Social Workers, GPs, hospice staff and religious institutions 

recommending. General awareness of the organisation is also high, with 42% hearing about 

services by word of mouth, 12% from the website, 8% from Newspapers.  Smaller numbers 

are directed to Anam Cara from Funeral directors, Pieta House, Féileacáin, Cancer Support 

Centre, Stay Safe course, and The Samaritans. 

 

Anam Cara also runs a number of shared events, including with Féileacáin, Pieta and the 

Northern Ireland Children’s Hospice.  The intention is to connect specialised organisations 

so that we disseminate information about each other's activates.  Thus, if Anam Cara is not 

It really helped me and my husband to cope better.   We haven't been to a 

meeting for a few years but I like to know we can attend at any time. Thank 

you for this.  

 

For me the flexibility to go or not go any month has been very important. 

Sometimes I have to opt out for a while because I need to leave it all aside. 

Equally there are times when I really want to talk through it all. The parents 

evening is a very safe place to do this, after a few years it had become more 

difficult for me to talk to family and friends as I felt I may upset them. 
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meeting their needs or if they want to be with parents who have suffered the death of a 

child of any age (baby) or by a certain cause (i.e. Suicide, Sudden death under 18) staff will 

direct parents to more suitable supports.  

 

7. Reflection – to create a reflective organisation focused on best 
practice and continuous improvement. 

Since its founding, Anam Cara has recognised the need for it to be an organisation that 

changes and adapts to shifting needs.  It has undertaken extensive growth and development 

while seeking to keep true to its core values.  It is important to recognise that it provides the 

only spaces where they could speak about their child for some parents.  For example, 

“Necessary, as many people in our daily lives are now uncomfortable speaking about her” 

 

Anam Cara intends to retain the core features which parents value; supportive, comforting, 

welcoming, safe, confidential, trusting, and a place where parents can just listen as no 

pressure to talk, feel listened too and, crucially, compassionate.   

Conclusion 
 

This short impact report summarises the annual survey findings and highlights how they 

reflect Anam Cara’s values. The survey data identified areas for improvement in the coming 

years but shows strong satisfaction with the current quality and range of activities. Our 

survey findings in relation to impact of the events on people’s lives are congruent with 

evidence in the academic literature.  Bereavement peer support groups have been shown 

to be helpful, reducing grief symptoms and increasing well-being and personal growth  (See 

Bartone et al, 2017 for a review of the literature). A key underlying assumption of the peer 

support approach is that due to the shared experiences and life circumstances, peers are 

better able to establish connections of trust and support with those in need. There is 

evidence that bereaved parents appreciate sharing their experiences, benefit from hearing 

from others’ experience, attending these type of groups helps reduce isolation and 

normalises grief responses (Davies et al 2007). 
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Appendix 1 
The national framework for bereavement care was developed through a national 

collaborative process to develop a framework to guide those working with and supporting 

bereaved people across the country. It places bereaved people’s needs at the centre and 

shows the appropriate support/services and competence required to meet basic through to 

complex bereavement needs (IHF, 2020). 

 

The aim of this tiered framework is to help those who meet people who are grieving in their 

day-to-day work (general practitioners, citizen information services etc.) and those who 

provide direct bereavement support (group or individual support, counselling and mental 

health professional interventions) identify and respond appropriately to adults who have 

experienced a loss. 

 

It is based on a pyramid model which suggests that all people who experience a 

bereavement have some level of need, like the need for compassion and acknowledgement 

of the death (Level 1). Some will need additional support outside their natural network 

(Level 2). Some require more intensive support, like counselling (Level 3) and a few require 

support from a specialist therapeutic service (Level 4). 

 

In addition, the pyramid also identifies the supports/services appropriate to meet each level 

of need and the recommended knowledge/skills required by those providing support at 

each of the levels. 

 

Many factors impact a person’s experience of bereavement. These factors are highlighted 

within the pyramid under three headings, the bereaved person’s social network, 

the circumstances surrounding the loss, and time. 
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How Anam Cara services fits within this Irish national framework.  

 

Level 1 support, which all parents will require, is based on providing information and support 

through family and community settings. This information can be provided through a written 

resource or psychoeducational events. Level two, which some parents will need, is to be 

supported in their grief, by support groups and workshops. A few parents will also need level 

3 supports, professional counselling or level 4 supports, a specialised therapeutic 

intervention. Anan Cara is also able to direct parents to level 3 supports.  As a level two 

service in the community, Anam Cara is uniquely placed to take a proactive stance in 

reaching parents who would benefit from level 3 support via professional facilitators. If a 

facilitator feels that a parent in their group needs level 3 services, or perhaps a one-to-one 

setting, then Anam Cara can provide information to the parent. In some limited cases, 

funding for up to 8 bereavement counselling sessions with a bereavement professional in 
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the community.  The aim is that the parent(s) will link back to Anam Cara if they wish to in 

the future.  

 

A smaller number of bereaved parents may need counselling or a specialist therapeutic 

interventions for a more complex grief reaction. Although Anam Cara does not provide this 

level of support, we fund a limited number of counselling sessions to parents who are 

already engaged with the service and require this level of support. Timely access to 

counselling services for bereaved parents is limited in Ireland. One of the main free or low-

cost counselling services available in Ireland is the Counselling in Primary Care Service (CIPC) 

provided through the HSE. This service is available to medical cardholders over 18 years of 

age. The State also fund a number of low-cost community counselling services across Ireland 

which provide affordable counselling. Although waiting list can be in place for these State 

provided services (HSE, 2018). For many seeking to access counselling in a timely manner, 

the only option may be to pay to attend a private practitioner. For those who can afford 

counselling and psychotherapy – a 2018 survey of members of the Irish Association of 

Psychotherapy and Counselling (IACP) revealed that the average charge per session was €53, 

ranging from €41 to €60 (IAPC, 2018). However, one in four people in Ireland report that 

affordability is a barrier to accessing counselling and psychotherapy (IAPC, 2019).  

 

 

 


