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aDepartment of Women’s and Children’s Health, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden; bDepartment of Education, Uppsala University, 
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ABSTRACT
Schools play a crucial role in supporting children through crises, including experiences of 
death and grief. Little is known about how death and grief are addressed in the crisis 
management plans (CMPs) of Swedish compulsory schools. This study aims to explore the 
structure and content of CMPs in Swedish compulsory schools, with a focus on death, grief, 
and bereavement support. 45 CMPs were analyzed using document analysis. Findings show 
a predominant focus on logistical and symbolic measures and rituals, while descriptions of 
psychosocial support and long-term follow-ups are limited. Most CMPs rely on outdated grief 
theories, and children’s perspectives and participation in grief-related processes are rarely 
emphasized. This study highlights significant gaps in schools’ grief preparedness and response, 
underscoring the need for updated guidelines that incorporate contemporary grief theories 
and long-term psychosocial support. Strengthening CMPs to meet practical and emotional 
needs enables schools to better support grieving students.

Introduction 

Since schools hold a significant responsibility for chil-
dren’s learning processes and well-being, crisis man-
agement plans are needed to prepare for managing 
crises of different kinds, including those related to 
death and grief. Studying this issue can help ensure 
that schools are better equipped to support students 
during difficult times. The aim of this study is, there-
fore, to explore the structure and content of crisis 
management plans (CMPs) in Swedish compulsory 
schools, with a particular focus on support related to 
death, grief, and bereavement. Insights may help 
ensure that schools have well-developed guidelines for 
managing grief and offering the necessary support to 
affected students. Hopefully this study can help iden-
tify potential gaps in school preparations and provide 
concrete suggestions for improvement in Sweden.

Schools are fundamental societal institutions that 
promote the well-being of children and young people. 
Throughout their school years, students may encounter 
critical incidents and adverse conditions, including 
community violence, school shootings, natural disas-
ters, domestic abuse, neglect, bullying, sexual abuse, 

and someone’s death. Death, grief, and bereavement 
represent crises that occur within the school context 
and significantly affect students’ everyday life (Dyregrov 
et  al., 2022; Elbedour et  al., 2021; Lytje, 2018a). 
Sweden has a population of 10.5 million, and every 
day around twelve children lose a parent or sibling 
to, for example, accidents, illnesses, suicide, or murder 
(National Board of Health and Welfare, 2021; Statistics 
Sweden, 2023). Such experiences and changes in family 
systems can profoundly affect children’s emotional, 
psychological, and academic well-being (Payler et  al., 
2020). Bereaved children may experience sadness, guilt, 
anger, and isolation, all of which can impact concen-
tration and academic performance (Dyregrov et  al., 
2022; Feigelman et  al., 2017). Socially, they may with-
draw from peers or feel alienated as routines and 
relationships around them shift (Dyregrov et  al., 2022).

Modern models of grief research, including the 
Dual Process Model (Stroebe & Schut, 2010) and the 
Multidimensional Grief Theory (Kaplow et  al., 2023), 
emphasize that grief is not a linear progression through 
predefined stages but rather a dynamic process in 
which individuals oscillate between confronting their 
loss and engaging in everyday life. The ways in which 
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grief manifests in children fluctuate; on some days 
they may feel deeply affected, while on others they 
may focus on schoolwork or social interactions as part 
of their coping strategy (Dyregrov et  al., 2022; Lytje 
& Dyregrov, 2019). Lacking the emotional regulation 
capacity of adults, they more often deal with strong 
emotions by suppressing them. Support systems around 
the child, including parents and schools, play a major 
role in the way they cope with a loss. Without ade-
quate support, some children may develop long-term 
mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, or 
prolonged grief, which may lead to disruption in their 
participation in school (Dyregrov et  al., 2022; Lytje & 
Dyregrov, 2019). With appropriate support, children 
can develop resilience, empathy, and other positive 
outcomes despite these challenges (Ungar et  al., 2019). 
Notably, children who feel supported during crises are 
more likely to develop resilience and sustain academic 
and social functioning (Ungar et  al., 2019).

Schools can serve as protective environments by 
offering stability and avenues for emotional expression 
(Duncan, 2020). School safety and crisis management 
are pressing issues in contemporary education, since 
schools serve not only as places of learning but also 
as key social settings where students find stability and 
receive support during life challenges, helping prevent 
long-term psychological ill-health (Elbedour et  al., 
2021; Grissom & Condon, 2021; Ungar et  al., 2019). 
CMPs offer guidance to ensure that staff feel confident 
in knowing how to communicate, offer help, and 
maintain a sense of normalcy, so that children feel 
safe and supported during and following adverse 
events (Elbedour et  al., 2021).

Background

Effective CMPs are characterized by clear communica-
tion strategies, predefined actions, protocols for various 
crisis types, time allocated for post-crisis reflection, 
and role clarity for staff and external actors (Elbedour 
et  al., 2021; Grissom & Condon, 2021; Liou, 2015; 
Reeves et al., 2009). Additionally, CMPs should provide 
immediate action steps, such as lockdown or evacuation 
procedures (Grissom & Condon, 2021; Walkley & Cox, 
2013). While CMPs are often designed to cover a wide 
range of crises, from natural disasters to bullying and 
personal trauma, their ability to manage the death of 
a student or staff member depends on how well they 
address both immediate responses and sustained emo-
tional support (Elbedour et al., 2021; Reeves et al., 2009).

The Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Denmark and 
Norway) have somewhat different approaches to CMPs 

in schools. However, the Swedish situation is the pri-
mary focus of this study. Examples from Denmark 
and Norway are presented only as contextual back-
ground to support the discussion of Swedish CMP’s, 
not as a systematic cross-country comparison.

In Sweden, CMPs first gained prominence in the 
late 1980s following a tragic school bus disaster where 
16 people died, most of them children. Some ten years 
later, a fire at a youth club in which around 60 teen-
agers died led to the Swedish government giving the 
National Agency for Education the task of examining 
schools’ crisis preparedness, which culminated in a 
government report (Report no.1999/1532/S). This 
report highlighted schools’ pivotal role in grief support, 
the importance of having a crisis strategy, and the 
value of rituals and symbolic acts when supporting 
grieving students (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2000). Although every school is required 
to have a CMP (Swedish Civil Defence and Recilience 
Agency, 2021), Sweden does not have a unified frame-
work specifically addressing death and grief in com-
pulsory schools. While the Swedish National Agency 
for Education has published a guidance document on 
grief in schools, it remains largely anecdotal and has 
not been updated since 2006, raising questions about 
its current relevance (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2006). Furthermore, according to The 
Swedish National Agency for Education (2025) there 
are no specific provisions within Swedish educational 
legislation which stipulate that compulsory schools 
should maintain a formal CMP. However, municipalities 
must have preparedness plans to ensure the continuity 
of vital services, including education, during crises 
((SFS, 2006:544) Lag om kommuners och regioners 
åtgärder inför och vid extraordinära händelser i fredstid 
och höjd beredskap, 2006; Swedish Civil Defence and 
Recilience Agency, 2021; Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2025). Municipal schools follow these 
requirements but private schools do not face the same 
legal obligations, although they are encouraged to adopt 
similar requirements (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2025). A 2024 government memorandum 
proposed a new crisis regulation for Sweden’s educa-
tional sector, aiming to replace existing legislation 
focused on wartime and imminent threats ((SFS, 
1991:1195) Förordning om skolväsendet under krig och 
vid krigsfara m.m., 1991; (U2024/02201) Promemoria 
om en modern krisreglering för verksamheter på 
skolområdet, 2024). If adopted, this modernized frame-
work may standardize crisis protocols for peacetime 
emergencies, highlighting the growing recognition of 
the importance of CMPs in Swedish schools.
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In contrast to Sweden, both Norway and Denmark 
have been more strategic in implementing CMPs that 
include grief in their daycare institutions and schools. 
The origin of CMPs can be traced back to the initial 
effort in Norway. Early efforts to support bereaved 
children were made in the late 1980s when psychol-
ogists and clergy, including Atle Dyregrov and his 
colleagues, highlighted the need for structured plans 
in schools in Norway (Dyregrov, 1993; Dyregrov & 
Raundalen, 1994). Their work led to the formalization 
of CMPs, culminating in the 1995 regulation requiring 
schools to have contingency plans for crises, including 
serious accidents, terrorism, and natural disasters. 
While these regulations do not mandate 
bereavement-specific plans, later guidelines, such as 
those issued in 2015, reinforced the need for local 
adaptation and updates, particularly regarding deaths 
occurring during school hours (Lytje et  al., 2023). 
Today, Norway employs a top-down model, where 
municipalities oversee the implementation of CMPs 
across schools, ensuring consistency while allowing 
for some local adaptation. However, these plans pri-
marily address crisis response rather than bereavement 
support, leaving individual schools to rely on supple-
mentary resources for grief-related guidance (Ministry 
of Health and Care Services, 2015). While based on 
the Norwegian idea, Denmark took a different path, 
developing bereavement-specific response plans 
adapted to Danish philosophies and contexts. Emerging 
in the mid-1990s and developed by the Danish Cancer 
Society, these plans focused on illness, bereavement 
and, in some cases, divorce rather than having a broad 
crisis framework (Lytje, 2016). Instead of imposing a 
standardized structure, Denmark adopted a flexible 
guidebook approach, enabling schools to develop and 
customize CMPs to fit individual needs (Lytje, 2018b; 
Lytje et  al., 2023). This method fostered a strong sense 
of ownership among school staff, encouraging proac-
tive communication about grief, structured support 
for bereaved children, and designated staff responsi-
bilities (Lytje, 2016). Unlike Norway’s crisis-oriented 
model, Denmark’s approach prioritizes structured, yet 
adaptable, bereavement responses, ensuring that grief 
support is embedded within the school environment 
rather than treated as an auxiliary concern. Evidence 
suggests that the two policy models may also differ 
in how they are implemented. In Denmark, bereave-
ment response plans have been widely adopted, with 
reported uptake of 96% of schools. In Norway, where 
contingency planning is legally mandated, uptake is 
similarly high, and plans are described as more con-
sistently maintained and structurally comprehensive 
due to professional input and regular updates. 

However, the top-down model may reduce staff own-
ership when educators felt disconnected from the 
development process, potentially undermining com-
mitment to implementation in practice (Lytje & 
Dyregrov, 2025).

Taken together, there is a need for systematic 
knowledge of how Swedish compulsory schools frame 
crisis preparedness when death occurs, and whether 
the guidance provided extends beyond immediate pro-
cedures to address children’s grief and needs over 
time. This study asks how CMPs address death, grief 
and bereavement, what actions and forms of support 
they describe, and what theoretical or conceptual per-
spectives on grief inform this guidance. The study 
also explores how plans vary in scope, structure and 
recency (e.g., length, time since revision).

Methods

Design

This study employed qualitative document analysis to 
examine CMPs from Swedish compulsory schools, 
with a particular focus on how death, grief, and 
bereavement are addressed. In the broader research 
agenda on how schools support bereaved children, 
this document analysis serves as a foundational first 
step by mapping how schools articulate and document 
their intended approach in written guidance. Document 
analysis is a well-established method for exploring the 
content, context, and intended purpose of institutional 
texts (Bowen, 2009). As public sector documents cre-
ated for organizational use, CMPs represent an 
important source of data for understanding institu-
tional approaches to crisis management. Accordingly, 
the analysis captures the intended or formalized 
response (what is written and expected), rather than 
how support is enacted in practice, an issue that 
requires complementary methods in subsequent 
research. Bowen (2009) emphasizes the importance of 
preselecting and analyzing a sufficient number of doc-
uments to capture variations across different contexts 
while also maintaining a manageable sample size for 
thematic analysis. If necessary, the initial number of 
selected documents can be increased after the first 
set has been analyzed. Based on these guidelines and 
prior research in Denmark and Norway (Lytje et  al., 
2023), a total of 45 school CMPs were included. These 
were included regardless of whether they explicitly 
mentioned grief or bereavement, since the absence of 
bereavement management in Swedish compulsory 
schools was itself considered a significant finding. By 
systematically identifying both the presence and 
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absence of bereavement-related guidance, this study 
establishes an empirical baseline that can inform 
future work on implementation processes and stake-
holders’ experiences.

Ethical statement

No formal ethical approval was required for this study 
since it involved publicly available documents. 
However, ethical considerations were addressed during 
the project. To protect confidentiality, no individual 
schools or staff members are identified when report-
ing findings. In addition, the study method ensured 
that the analysis remained focused on the institutional 
and systemic aspects of CMPs, avoiding any unin-
tended attribution of responsibility to specific schools 
or staff.

Data collection

From March to May 2024, CMPs were collected from 
compulsory schools across three Swedish regions: 
Norrland, Svealand, and Götaland. The selection of 
regions and schools was designed to capture geo-
graphic diversity and represent schools from urban, 
suburban, and rural areas (Beach et  al., 2018). Fifteen 
schools from each region were randomly selected 
using a multi-stage randomization process. First, all 
municipalities in each region were assigned unique 
numbers, and randomization was used to identify 15 
municipalities per region. Within each selected munic-
ipality, compulsory schools were similarly assigned 
numbers and a second randomization was conducted 
to select the participating schools. Both municipal 
and private schools were included in the study. 
Principals were contacted via email and asked to sub-
mit their CMPs. Weekly reminders were sent for one 

month. If a school did not respond or lacked a CMP, 
a randomized replacement school from the same 
municipality was contacted. In total, 73 schools were 
contacted during the recruitment process. Reasons for 
not participating (n = 28) included the absence of a 
CMP, no time to participate in research, or lack of 
response. In the group of non-responders, a descrip-
tive comparison shows that there was an overrepre-
sentation of private schools (24%) and one Sami 
school, and there was also an overrepresentation of 
smaller schools with a student population ranging 
from 35–570 students (mean: 173). Most schools in 
the respondent dataset were municipal (88.9%) and a 
smaller proportion were private (11.1%) (Table 1). 
Student population size ranged from 12 to 850 
(mean = 270).

Data analysis

The analysis followed the four-step READ approach: 
Read the material, Extract data, Analyze data, and 
Distill findings (Dalglish et  al., 2021). Initially, all 45 
CMPs were read thoroughly by one of the authors 
(RE) to gain an overview of their content and struc-
ture. Inspired by Lytje’s (2017) analysis of Danish 
b-plans, a spreadsheet was used to organize data from 
the CMPs, categorizing elements such as document 
length, time since last revision, and thematic content 
of the CMPs (Lytje, 2018b). For every heading in the 
CMPs, a category was set up in the spreadsheet, such 
as document title, length of the document, and the-
oretical and conceptual categories based on the 
research question. Although CMPs covered a wide 
range of crisis scenarios (e.g., violence, missing stu-
dents, fire), the analytic focus of the present study 
was restricted to content related to death, grief and 
bereavement.

In the second step of the analysis, the documents 
were therefore re-read to identify specific content 
related to the research focus: death and bereavement. 
We used a focused coding approach, extracting and 
coding only sections, headings and passages in the 
documents that addressed death and bereavement. 
Preliminary categories were developed, capturing 
themes such as practical measures, rituals, symbolic 
actions and support. To ensure the validity of the 
analysis, 15 CMPs were independently coded by two 
coauthors (JS, ASN). Discrepancies in coding were 
discussed, and the coding framework was subsequently 
refined.

As a third step, a thematic analysis was conducted 
(RE), drawing on Braun & Clarke’s reflexive approach 

Table 1. I nformation about the CMPs.
Frequency, 

N = 45 %
Year, level
Pre-school – 3 6 13.3
Pre-school – 5 3 6.6
Pre-school – 6 21 46.6
Pre-school – 9 10 22.2
4–9 2 4.4
7–9 3 6.6
Type of school
Municipal 40 88.9
Private 5 11.1
Sami 0 0.0

min-max mean
Number of students 12–850 270.2
Number of pages in the CMP 2–84 24.8
Time since revision (in months) 0–112 15
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(Braun & Clarke, 2021). This iterative process involved 
combining the preliminary categories into overarching 
themes and interpreting their significance within the 
broader context of school crisis management. 
Quantitative data, such as document length and the 
frequency of themes, were analyzed descriptively to 
complement the qualitative findings.

The fourth and final step involved distilling the 
findings by selecting illustrative examples and con-
structing theme names (Table 2).

The thematic analysis resulted in six overarching 
themes: (1) Theoretical perspectives, (2) Practical 
measures, (3) Symbolic actions and rituals, (4) 
Psychosocial support, (5) Long-term support, and (6) 
Children’s perspectives and participation.

Results

The discrepancy between the documents was vast

The document lengths varied from 2 to 84 pages 
(mean = 25). In addition to grief and bereavement, 
the plans included other situations such as fire, acci-
dents, or ongoing deadly violence. The CMPs had 
been revised from between 1 and 112 months previ-
ously (mean 15 months).

Theoretical perspectives

Less than half of the CMPs (44.4%) stipulated a the-
oretical framework for understanding crisis, death and 
grief (Table 3). These frameworks consisted of Johan 
Cullberg’s theory of four stages during crisis/grief 
(Cullberg, 2006), developmental psychology, and/or a 
list of psychological and physical symptoms of grief 
and their potential impact on schoolwork.

The CMPs that described the grief process mainly 
used Cullberg’s grief theory (33.3%) for explanation, 
dividing grief reactions into different phases and time 
spans: shock (hours to a few days), reaction (a few 

days to a few months), reparation (a few months to 
a year) and reorientation (lasting for the rest of one’s 
life). Two plans also incorporated a developmental 
psychological model, in addition to Cullberg’s theory, 
as a framework for understanding grief. Approximately 
a quarter of the plans (26.7%) included lists or brief 
descriptions of various symptoms that children in 
grief might experience, such as anxiety, problems with 
sleeping, psychosomatic symptoms, sadness, anger, 
shame and guilt. Three of these briefly elaborated on 
how grief could affect a child’s school performance, 
e.g., losing motivation, interfering with concentration, 
and that creativity/spontaneity important for learning 
could be hindered.

Practical measures

Practical measures include checklists for different crises, 
templates, crisis kits, contact with the surrounding 
community, and literature recommendations (see Table 
3 for details). Almost all CMPs included at least one 
practical measure (91.1%).

A majority of the CMPs (82.2%) included a check-
list for actions to be taken at the school in case of 
someone’s death. These checklists addressed deaths of 
students and staff, occurring either within or outside 
the school environment, and were often organized as 
a timeline outlining who does what and when. CMPs 
also included checklists for handling deaths of close 
relatives of students or staff.

Around two-thirds of the CMPs (60%) mentioned 
a type of “crisis kit” to be used during or following a 
death-related incident. While these were referred to by 
different names, such as a crisis box, grief box, devo-
tional box, sadness box and memory box, the descrip-
tions were similar, with contents such as candles, a 
white cloth, a photo frame, and storage location (e.g., 
the reception desk or at the school nurse’s office).

Around one-third of the crisis plans (35.6%) 
included templates for how to draft a letter to parents 

Table 2. E xample of the analysis process.
Extract from CMP Codes Theme

Death. Set up a room where calm and quiet can be maintained. Set up a calm room Practical measures
Traumatic crises, such as grief following a loss, usually follow a 

natural course that can be divided into four phases: the 
acute phase or shock phase, the reaction phase, the 
processing/working-through phase, and the reorientation 
phase [then described with an illustration].

Cullbergs theory of stages Theoretical perspectives

Death of a student. In consultation with the parents, the school 
arranges an appropriate memorial service

A memorial service is arranged in 
consultation with the parents

Symbolic actions and rituals

Be aware that reactions may persist for a long time. Provide 
ongoing follow-up during the first year.

Observe reactions over a long period. 
Follow-up during the first year.

Long-term support

Death of a student. The mentor, or another person known to 
the class, informs them. Speak openly about what has 
happened and give students space to express themselves 
about the event and how they feel.

Code 1: The mentor informs students 
about what has happened, openly

Code 2: Students should be given space to 
express themselves

Theme (code 1): Psychosocial support
Theme (code 2): Children’s perspective 

and participation
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Table 3.  Content in the CMPs regarding death, grief and bereavement.
Frequency,

n = 45 %

Theoretical perspectives 20 44.4
Cullberg’s theory of grief stages 15 33.3
Grief symptoms 12 26.7
How grief affects school performance 3 7.7
Developmental psychology 2 4.4
Practical measures 41 91.1
Checklists, deaths 37 82.2
Crisis kit 27 60
Templates, letters 16 35.6
Literature 13 28.9
Contact with bereavement service providers (e.g., church, NGO’s) 10 22.2
Place for privacy, calm, or conversation 3 6.6
Symbolic actions and rituals 39 86.6
Memorial services 36 80
Funerals 29 64.4
Flag-lowering procedures 26 57.8
Flowers to the bereaved family 16 35.6
Memorial table 9 20
Lighting a candle in the classroom 8 17.8
Keeping the child’s desk in the classroom 6 13.3
Home visit to the bereaved family 6 13.3
Visiting grave and/or cemetery 6 13.3
A minute’s silence 5 11.1
Memorial book/album 5 11.1
Letters to the bereaved family 4 8.9
Obituary announcement 3 6.7
Memorial room 3 6.7
Photograph of the deceased 3 6.7
Condolences 2 4.4
Listening to music in the classroom 1 2.2
Psychosocial support 34 75.5
Emotional- or psychological first aid 19 42.2
Bullet points for bereavement care and advice to school staff who meet children in grief 16 35.6
A model for classroom discussions (framework by Dyregrov) 15 33.3
Integrate death and/or grief in educational activities 11 24.4
Set aside time to talk about what has happened 8 17.8
Discuss what has happened openly in the classroom 7 15.6
How to handle cultural and/or religious aspects of death and/or grief 5 11.1
Care in a crisis situation 3 6.7
How to deliver news of the death to a child 3 6.7
Be responsive, sensitive, and safe 1 2.2
Don’t be afraid to talk about what happened 1 2.2
Don’t pass on any worries to the children 1 2.2
Conversation rules in the classroom 1 2.2
Training for staff 1 2.2
Long-term support 33 73.3
Offer bereaved children support from school staff (e.g., nurse, counselor, special education teacher, 

or mentor/class teacher)
20 42.2

Be observant of the child’s reactions for some time after the death 17 37.8
Check in with the affected student from time to time 7 15.6
Grief takes time and reactions may appear later on 7 15.6
Mark anniversaries (e.g., one year since the loss) 7 15.6
Assess if the bereaved student is in need of long-term support 2 4.4
Recognize grief reactions 1 2.2
Keep in contact with the bereaved student 1 2.2
Look for children who are not feeling well 1 2.2
Identify children with special needs 1 2.2
Talk for a long period of time about the person who died with the class 1 2.2
Talk about the loss again at a later time 1 2.2
Individual long-term follow-up 1 2.2
Process the loss, if necessary 1 2.2
Follow-up of the incident 1, 3 and 6 months after the death in the affected class 1 2.2
Assign a support person to follow the child for at least 1 year after the loss 1 2.2
Continuous follow-up for 1 year 1 2.2
Children’s perspectives and participation 31 68.9
Give concrete/simple/honest /open/age-appropriate/factual information 17 37.8
Allow plenty of time to talk about thoughts and feelings 10 22.2
Children who have lost a family member are free to decide how to inform the class 8 17.8
Include children’s reflections and ideas for activities 7 15.6
Respect children who do not want to talk about the death of a family member 5 11.1
Show the bereaved child understanding and reassurance that support will be available 2 4.4
Shield children from information they might not handle well 1 2.2

(Continued)
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in the event of a death at the school or in a child’s 
close family. Slightly less than a third (28.9%) of the 
CMPs provided a list of recommended literature 
related to death and grief. These lists featured sug-
gestions for age-appropriate books for children, as 
well as professional resources for staff. In three 
schools, crisis plans included information about set-
ting up a place for privacy, calm, or conversations 
where students could go to process what had happened.

Ten schools (22.2%) included numbers or addresses 
to webpages regarding bereavement service support, 
such as contacting the local priest, the Church of 
Sweden or NGO’s working with suicide bereavement 
support.

Symbolic actions and rituals

Recommended symbolic actions and bereavement rit-
uals included memorial services, how to approach 
funerals, flag-lowering procedures, contact with the 
bereaved families, and what to do in the affected class. 
A majority of the CMPs mentioned one or more sym-
bolic actions related to the bereavement (86.6%).

The most common action in the CMPs was guid-
ance on planning and conducting a memorial service 
for the deceased (80%). This guidance ranged from 
detailed documents with suggestions for the principal’s 
speech, appropriate music, student speeches, and par-
ticipant lists, to simpler descriptions stating that the 
school should hold a memorial service for the 
deceased, although not how.

Two-thirds of the crisis plans (64.4%) included 
information about how to approach funerals, focusing 
on the principal’s or teachers’ attendance in consul-
tation with the bereaved family. Some recommended 
that co-students attend the funerals. For these stu-
dents, some schools provided information about 
funeral ceremonies with the help of a priest visiting 
the school or that the child’s parent should be present 
during the funeral.

Flag-lowering procedures, with descriptions of 
when (specific days, times, etc.), how, and by whom 
(often the school caretaker), were included in slightly 
more than half of the plans (57.8%).

Other symbolic actions and rituals included setting 
up a memorial table in the school that students and 
teachers could visit (20%). Some CMPs provided sug-
gestions for decorating the table and, in a few cases 
(11.1%), a memorial album where students could write 
memories of the deceased or messages for the bereaved 
family. Family involvement was described through brief 
gestures, such as home visits (13.3%) and sending a 
letter to the bereaved family (8.9%). Lighting a candle 
in the classroom for the deceased (17.8%), keeping the 
deceased child’s desk in the classroom for a period 
after the loss (13.3%), and taking the affected class to 
visit the grave or cemetery (13.3%) were mentioned in 
a few plans. For more symbolic actions and rituals 
mentioned in the CMPs see Table 3.

Psychosocial support

In the CMPs, psychosocial support consisted of lists 
and bullet points for psychological first aid, guidelines 
for bereavement care, and advice about how to talk 
to children in grief, how to talk in the classroom 
about what had happened, how to integrate grief into 
educational activities, and cultural and religious 
aspects of death and grief (Table 3). Approximately 
three-quarters of the CMPs (75.5%) had a section 
which focused on how to handle and address grief.

Nineteen CMPs (42.2%) included bullet points for 
emotional or psychological first aid, such as the model 
of “Calmness, Security, Trust, Togetherness, Hope” or 
a model called “The 4 H” [In Swedish: Häll i, Håll 
ut, Håll om and Håll tyst], i.e., Offer a warm drink, 
Give support, Be physically close, Stay quiet. This 
information was most often general, i.e., not written 
in the specific sections on death and bereavement. 
However, a little more than one-third of the CMPs 

Frequency,
n = 45 %

Do not tell the children more than what they ask about 1 2.2
Give children the opportunity to react 1 2.2
Let children talk about what they know 1 2.2
Give children time for questions 1 2.2
Listen to the children 1 2.2
Let children talk about what happened according to their age and development 1 2.2
Stop the lesson if the children want to talk 1 2.2
Check with the children that they have understood 1 2.2
The teacher tells the class what happened to the bereaved student and the bereaved student 

chooses whether or not to participate
1 2.2

If the child does not want to tell the class about the loss, they usually agree to it after information 
from the teacher

1 2.2

See the child who has lost a family member as a co-player 1 2.2

Table 3.  Continued.
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(35.6%) included bullet points with advice for sup-
porting grieving children and guidance for the staff 
interacting with them, such as “Be close and present,” 
“Don’t try to cover up what happened,” “Don’t be afraid 
of tears,” and “Be yourself.”

A few CMPs (17.8%) briefly mentioned the impor-
tance of setting aside time with the affected class to 
discuss and process the event, and a similar number 
of plans (15.6%) emphasized the need to discuss what 
had happened with the students in an open manner. 
One-third of the CMPs (33.3%) included a model for 
classroom discussions about the event based on a 
framework consisting of five parts: Introduction, Facts, 
Thoughts, Reactions and Conclusion. Notably, this 
approach was predominantly used by schools in the 
Norrland region of Northern Sweden.

About one-quarter of the CMPs (24.4%) indicated 
that educational activities, such as play, painting, or 
reading books, could integrate death and grief; how-
ever, no specific activities, exercises or suggestions 
were provided.

Five CMPs (11.1%) highlighted the importance of 
considering cultural or religious aspects of death and 
grief. Additionally, three plans provided information 
on how to deliver news of the death of a child in 
such a situation.

Long-term support

Guidance regarding the long-term support of bereaved 
children consisted of advice to acknowledge that grief 
takes time, that the school staff should be observant 
of any signs of grief, to follow-up with the bereaved 
child, and to offer support from the school staff.

Approximately three-quarters (73.3%) of the CMPs 
mentioned some form of long-term approach to grief 
at school (Table 3). Eight (17.8%) CMPs explained 
that grief may linger and that grief reactions may 
appear later. In 17 plans (37.8%), a sentence with 
similar wording was included: “Be observant of the 
child’s reactions for some time after the death.” However, 
none of the plans specified a time frame for this 
observation, which reactions to look for, or what 
actions to take if the child exhibited specific reactions. 
A few plans (15.6%) suggested “checking in with the 
affected student from time to time” or emphasized not 
forgetting to follow-up with the grieving student(s). 
In 20 CMPs (44.4%), it was stated that the child 
should be offered support from school staff (e.g., the 
student health team, a special education teacher, or 
the child’s mentor or class teacher) who should be 
prepared to provide support when needed, or when 

the child asked for it. One plan stood out by propos-
ing that a bereavement support person should be 
assigned to the grieving student. This individual, 
someone the child felt safe and secure with, should 
maintain regular contact with the child for at least a 
year. If the child transitioned to a new school or 
educational level during this time, the support person 
should continue to assist. A few plans (15.6%) high-
lighted the importance of marking anniversaries (e.g., 
one year since the loss).

Children’s perspectives and participation

In slightly more than two-thirds of the CMPs (68.9%), 
a child-focused perspective or children’s participation 
concerning death and grief at school was emphasized, 
e.g., giving age-appropriate information, telling the 
truth, allowing children to express themselves, and 
how to help the affected student to inform the class 
after a loss in the family (Table 3).

In 17 CMPs (37.8%), it was stated that the infor-
mation provided to children about the death should 
be age-appropriate, honest, open, truthful, simple, and 
consisting of factual information. Furthermore, half 
of the plans (53.3%) stressed the importance of allow-
ing children to express themselves, pausing lessons if 
students had questions about the event, engaging with 
their thoughts and concerns, and being open to their 
ideas for grief-related activities. However, one plan 
diverged from this approach, suggesting that children 
should be shielded from information that they may 
not cope with and that teachers should only answer 
the children’s questions without offering additional 
details, that is to not tell them more than they 
ask about.

Another aspect of children’s participation addressed 
how teachers should manage the return to school of 
a child who had lost a family member. Eight plans 
(17.8%) proposed that the child should decide how 
the class would be informed, who would deliver the 
news, and who should be present during the announce-
ment. One plan differed and specified that the teacher 
would inform the class and let the bereaved child 
choose whether to attend. Five plans (11.1%) empha-
sized the importance of respecting the child’s decision 
if they did not want the class to be informed about 
the death. One of these plans clarified that if the child 
was provided with sufficient information about the 
importance of sharing this with the class, they might 
eventually agree. Two plans (4.4%) highlighted the 
importance of showing the child that the teacher 
understood what had happened and would be there 



Death Studies 9

to support them in the near future. One additional 
plan suggested that the teacher should present them-
selves to the bereaved child as a co-player working 
alongside the child during the bereavement.

Discussion

Disparities in crisis preparedness

This study examines the content of Swedish CMPs 
with regard to death, grief, and bereavement. While 
most plans commonly address logistical arrangements 
and symbolic actions, they offer limited guidance on 
long-term support and theory-informed interventions 
for children experiencing grief. Beyond this general 
tendency, this study reveals substantial heterogeneity 
in how Swedish schools approach crisis planning. 
Although the sample includes a diverse range of 
schools in terms of governance, student demographics, 
and document characteristics, the majority of schools 
were municipal, reflecting the structure of the Swedish 
school system. Yet the variation in the length of CMPs 
and the recency of revisions suggests that prepared-
ness for crisis remains inconsistent across schools. 
The observed differences in document length, ranging 
from 2 to 84 pages, may indicate disparities in the 
comprehensiveness of crisis planning. Similarly, the 
revision intervals, which spanned from one month to 
over nine years, suggest that some schools regularly 
update their plans, while others do not systematically 
revise their preparedness strategies. This inconsistency 
raises concerns about the extent to which crisis plans 
remain relevant and actionable over time.

The findings of this study resonate with previous 
studies, such as Lytje (2018b) who examined Danish 
CMPs and noted considerable disparities between 
schools in terms of the comprehensiveness and quality 
of crisis planning. Similarly, Lytje et  al. (2023) com-
pared CMPs in Denmark and Norway and found 
significant differences in both structure and content, 
indicating that national systems heavily influence local 
preparedness strategies (Lytje et al., 2023). Comparative 
insights underscore Sweden’s position. In Norway, 
national regulations promote consistency by requiring 
that all schools maintain detailed contingency plans 
while, in contrast, Denmark has fostered strong local 
ownership through decentralized, bereavement-specific 
guidelines developed in collaboration with educators. 
Sweden currently lacks both comprehensive national 
guidance and mechanisms to systematically support 
local development. In this regulatory vacuum, schools 
and municipalities are left to interpret their respon-
sibilities independently, leading to gaps in readiness 

and unequal levels of support given for crises in com-
pulsory schools. This is not merely an administrative 
concern: children’s bereavement has been associated 
with reduced school attendance and participation, 
impaired concentration, and lower academic achieve-
ment over time, particularly when grief-related needs 
are not recognized or supported in the school envi-
ronment (Dyregrov et  al., 2022; Lytje & Dyregrov, 
2019). This patchwork approach highlights the need 
for national coordination to ensure a shared baseline 
of crisis response while allowing for local adaptation. 
Without such alignment, schools risk being unpre-
pared not only for logistical crises but also for the 
emotional and psychological needs that follow a death 
in the school community.

Gaps in long-term support

Although nearly three-quarters of the CMPs in this 
study mention some form of long-term support for 
bereaved students, this is often vaguely formulated. 
Some phrases—such as “be observant of the child’s 
reactions” or “check in with the student from time to 
time”—appear frequently, but lack further guidance 
regarding duration, appropriate responses, or what 
specific grief reactions to look for. Only one plan 
outlines a structured approach, including a dedicated 
support person to follow the student for a year. This 
lack of specificity risks rendering the support ineffec-
tive. Without concrete guidance, school staff may 
struggle to identify when a grieving child needs help, 
or how to respond appropriately (Dimery & Templeton, 
2021; Levkovich & Elyoseph, 2023). Consequently, 
children may remain unsupported in their grief, which 
previous research has linked to prolonged emotional 
distress and difficulties functioning at school 
(Lytje, 2018a).

This pattern mirrors trends in neighboring coun-
tries, especially Norway. Lytje et  al. (2023) found that 
77% of Norwegian CMPs included provisions for 
long-term support, while only 12% in Denmark did. 
Swedish CMPs, as analyzed in this study, fall some-
where in between: while long-term support is fre-
quently mentioned, it is seldom operationalized in a 
sustained or child-centered manner. This suggests that, 
as in Denmark, grief support beyond the immediate 
crisis phase remains an underdeveloped aspect of 
school crisis planning.

The predominance of short-term, procedural ele-
ments, such as checklists, rituals and immediate com-
munication templates, reflects a broader institutional 
focus on control and order during the initial crisis 
response. While such structures can offer the staff 
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stability and clarity in acute situations, they do little 
to address the enduring psychological needs of 
bereaved students. In the absence of long-term frame-
works, follow-ups may rely on individual staff initia-
tives, risking inconsistent and insufficient support over 
time. There is a clear need for CMPs to evolve, not 
only to manage the first hours or days after a loss, 
but to support the ongoing psychosocial recovery of 
affected students. Integrating structured follow-up 
routines and role-based responsibilities for grief sup-
port into everyday school practice can help close this 
gap and ensure that children receive care that matches 
the timescale and variations of their grief. At the same 
time, given constraints on school resources, CMPs 
could more clearly outline how schools can coordinate 
with community-level bereavement supports (e.g., 
municipal services, health care, faith-based organiza-
tions and relevant NGO’s) to complement school-based 
follow-up (Irish Childhood Bereavement Network, 
2014). In our material, such external linkages were 
only rarely mentioned, suggesting an actionable area 
for strengthening preparedness.

Use of outdated grief theories

Less than half of the analyzed CMPs include some kind 
of framework for understanding grief. Among those that 
do, the most frequently cited model is Cullberg’s 
stage-based theory of crisis and grief (Cullberg, 2006). 
While historically influential in Scandinavian practice, 
Cullberg’s model—conceptualising grief as a linear pro-
gression through four pre-defined stages (i.e., shock, 
reaction, repair, and reorientation)—has been widely 
criticized for its rigidity and for failing to reflect the 
diverse and dynamic nature of individual grief experi-
ences (Jacobsen, 2008). In contrast, contemporary grief 
theories offer more flexible and developmentally appro-
priate perspectives. The Dual Process Model (Stroebe & 
Schut, 2010), for example, emphasizes that grieving indi-
viduals oscillate between confronting their loss and 
engaging in everyday life. Similarly, the Multidimensional 
Grief Theory (Kaplow et  al., 2023) recognizes that grief 
is shaped by developmental stage, cultural context, and 
relational dynamics, and may manifest in emotional, 
behavioral, cognitive, and physical ways.

The absence of suitable models in CMPs may have 
practical consequences. Without theory-informed 
tools, educators risk relying on personal intuition or 
cultural assumptions, which can lead to inconsistent 
or inadequate support. Some children may receive 
sensitive, well-informed guidance, while others 
encounter silence, avoidance, or pathologisation of 
their reactions. The lack of professional development 

in grief theory leaves many school staff unprepared 
to interpret children’s needs following bereavement 
(Duncan, 2020; Dyregrov et  al., 2013).

Schools are often the first institutional setting to 
encounter a child in grief. When CMPs rely on out-
dated or absent theories, they not only miss oppor-
tunities for evidence-based interventions but may also 
contribute to institutional silence around loss. 
Updating CMPs to reflect contemporary grief research 
is, therefore, not merely a theoretical concern. It is 
essential to ensure that school staff are equipped to 
respond appropriately and consistently to children’s 
diverse grief trajectories. Integrating grief theory into 
CMPs can also support staff in moving beyond reac-
tive, short-term responses toward sustained psycho-
social engagement. Aligning CMPs with current 
research promotes environments that normalize grief 
and support student well-being.

Limited child involvement in CMPs

A concerning aspect of the findings in this study is the 
limited focus on children’s participation and perspectives 
in the crisis plans. Slightly more than one-third of the 
plans emphasize informing children about the event that 
has occurred, even fewer include mechanisms that allow 
children to express their voices and emotions, or to 
influence how grief is managed within the school and 
educational activities. Schools may adopt a top-down 
approach to crisis management rather than actively 
involving children in the process. Recently, the Committee 
on the Rights of the Child criticized the Swedish state 
government for working in a way where children are 
not heard, decisions are not made based on children’s 
voices, and decisions are not systematically designed 
from a child-rights perspective when it comes to chil-
dren’s mental health (United Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, 2023). The Committee recommends 
that the Swedish state government invests in preventive 
measures and addresses the underlying cause of mental 
ill health among children. This recommendation is 
highly relevant in the context of school crisis manage-
ment, since schools play a key role in supporting chil-
dren’s well-being following loss. When such an event 
occurs, schools have a responsibility to recognize and 
respond to students who may be especially vulnerable 
or experience distress.

Toward more coherent and responsive grief 
planning

The findings of this study indicate several areas for 
improvement in how Swedish compulsory schools 
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address death, grief, and bereavement support through 
their CMPs. While most CMPs offer a logistical 
framework for acute response, they lack integration 
of contemporary grief theories, long-term psychosocial 
support, and meaningful mechanisms for including 
children’s perspectives. Three priority areas for 
strengthening CMPs emerge:

•	 Theoretical updating: CMPs should move 
beyond stage-based models and instead draw 
on contemporary grief theories that reflect the 
diverse and dynamic nature of children’s grief. 
This shift can help school staff recognize grief 
as an individual, non-linear process, and avoid 
interventions that are misaligned with children’s 
actual experiences.

•	 Structured long-term support: Schools need 
clearer procedures for ongoing follow-up with 
bereaved students, including defined roles, 
timeframes, and indicators of when referral to 
therapy is needed. Sustained support must be 
embedded in everyday practice and formal 
structures, not left to individual staff 
initiatives.

•	 Children’s participation: Where appropriate, 
children should be actively involved in shaping 
how their grief is acknowledged and addressed. 
This includes decisions about communication, 
classroom routines, rituals of remembrance, 
and strategies for sustaining a child’s everyday 
life. A child-centered approach fosters agency, 
dignity, and emotional safety.

Implementing these improvements requires more 
than just CMP revisions. School staff need supportive 
leadership, more educational activities to raise their 
knowledge about grief, and cross-sector collaboration 
with municipal and healthcare services. National agen-
cies have a central role in updating policy frameworks, 
facilitating training, and ensuring consistent guidance 
across school types. However, this study cannot pro-
pose how Swedish compulsory schools work with 
death and bereavement in daily practice. Instead, more 
studies need to be conducted to examine the school 
staff ’s perspectives of how they work in practice with 
the crisis plans, and with other documents, routines 
and strategies, when death and grief occur in school. 
In addition, it is important to explore both children’s 
and their parents’ perspectives on what it is like to 
return to school after a loss, what the children need 
to be able to cope with the school situation, and if 
these needs are met by the adults at school.

Strengths and limitations

This study has several limitations. Relying solely on 
written CMPs may not reflect how guidelines are 
applied in practice, and the absence of the perspec-
tives of school staff and students limits insight into 
lived experiences. The study does not capture poten-
tial gaps between policy and practice or assess staff 
training in crisis procedures. The sample is also 
skewed, with few private schools, no Sami schools, 
and no inclusion of preschools or upper secondary 
schools, limiting generalizability and comparisons. In 
addition, a substantial proportion of contacted schools 
did not provide a CMP, which may indicate selection 
effects (e.g., that schools with greater administrative 
capacity or more established preparedness routines 
were more likely to respond) and further limits gen-
eralizability. Despite these limitations, the study offers 
valuable insights into how death, grief, and bereave-
ment support are addressed in CMPs in Swedish com-
pulsory schools, and highlights areas for improvement.

Conclusion

This study illustrates the predominant focus on practical 
measures in Swedish compulsory school CMPs, revealing 
a significant gap in psychosocial support, especially 
regarding long-term support. While Swedish compulsory 
schools have established logistical crisis management 
systems, the findings reveal a need for updated 
approaches to support children’s emotional needs after 
loss. Incorporating contemporary grief theories, expand-
ing long-term psychosocial support, and providing reg-
ular staff training could help Swedish schools create a 
balanced, holistic crisis response strategy.
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