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TILL DEATH DO US PART?: EXPLORING THE SOCIAL CONVOYS OF
CONJUGALLY BEREAVED WOMEN

widows’ social support networks.

Key Findings:

their current social networks.

women.
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Purpose of the Study: To understand the role of deceased romantic partners in older

The majority (95%) of participants said that their deceased romantic partners were part of

In some cases, death of a romantic partner triggered change in the widows’ social networks.

Major Policy/Practice Implication: Opportunities to talk about deceased partners may
provide important social support to widows, and help alleviate loneliness and isolation among older

IMPORTANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Research demonstrates that social support is
linked to physical, mental, and emotional health
outcomes, such as decreased risk of illness,
decreased memory decline, and life
satisfaction. Romantic partners are especially
important in social networks, but less is known
about the role deceased romantic partners
might still play in the lives of the surviving
partners. About 40% of women over 65 are
widowed, and women are less likely than men
to enter new relationships after the deaths of
long-term partners. Thus, they may be at
greater risk of adverse outcomes, such as
depression and premature death, upon the
death of a partner. This study explores the role
of deceased romantic partners in widows’ social
networks using a diagram of concentric circles
(see Figure 1) to demonstrate the level of
closeness of individuals in windows’ social
networks, including deceased partners.

STUDY METHODS

Researchers interviewed widows who were at
least 65-years-old and had experienced the
death of a long-standing partner (30+ years).
Participants were recruited through flyers in
community settings (e.g., senior centers), social
media, and word of mouth. During interviews of
at least 90 minutes, participants were asked to
use the hierarchical mapping diagram shown in
Figure 1 to place social network members (e.g.,
friend) in the respective levels and to record
their relationship to each member. They were
asked if their deceased partner remained an
active member of their social network and, if so,
to indicate the partner’s placement in the
diagram. This approach allowed researchers to
analyze the data from multiple perspectives,
which provided a more nuanced understanding
of the roles of deceased partners. Researchers
identified patterns within the interview
transcripts using Dedoose software.
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