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Gender Differences in Adjustment to Bereavement:
An Empirical and Theoretical Review
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The loss of a marital partner results in substantial increases in morbidity and mortality
among both men and women, but the effects are relatively greater for widowers than
for widows in the acute grieving period. Evidence is reviewed, and explanations of the
pattern are examined. An interpretation in terms of gender differences in social support
(cf. M. Stroebe & W. Stroebe, 1983), although plausible, has not yet been empirically
confirmed. Likewise, with respect to gender differences in coping styles, women are
more confrontive and expressive of their emotions than men, but there has been little
validation of the generally accepted grief work hypothesis (working through grief by
women brings about their better recovery). Cognitive processes underlying effective
coping with bereavement are analyzed, and a stressor-specific framework, the dual-
process model of coping with loss, is suggested to help explain gender differences in
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health outcomes.

One of the most intriguing phenomena to
emerge in the short history of the scientific
study of bereavement is the existence of pat-
terns of gender differences in reactions. An
early review of the literature (M. Stroebe &
Stroebe, 1983) suggested that men suffer rela-
tively greater health consequences than women
and that this difference is due to higher levels of
social support received by widows than widow-
ers. There are good reasons to reassess these
claims. A substantial body of new evidence has
become available with regard to both the pattern
of gender differences and the psychological
mechanism assumed to account for these differ-
ences. We argue here that the new empirical
evidence is generally consistent with our claim
that men suffer relatively greater health conse-
quences from bereavement than women but not
with the explanation in terms of gender differ-
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ences in the levels of social support received by
widowers and widows. Thus, in this article, we
develop a new explanation based on gender
differences in coping with grief.

Our focus is on partner loss, because this is
the type of bereavement for which there is the
most empirical research, and on early bereave-
ment, because, over time, levels of distress and
debility generally decline to become equivalent
to those for nonbereaved samples (M. Stroebe,
Stroebe, & Hansson, 1993). As in our earlier
review (M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983), we have
conceived of gender differences in terms of
relative risk. The relative risk of a disease is
defined in epidemiology as the ratio of the
chance of disease in individuals exposed to a
risk factor to the risk of disease in individuals
without exposure (Jeffery, 1989). Thus, by
comparing the disease risk of bereaved men or
women with that of a matched nonbereaved
control group, we can assess the relative risk
attributable to bereavement for a given health
risk among widowers and widows. Our analysis
of gender differences is based on comparison of
the relative magnitude of widowed-married ra-
tios (i.e., relative risks for widowers and wid-
ows) across different health consequences.
These patterns provide important clues for the
analysis of theoretical mechanisms.

It is worth noting that risk can also be as-
sessed from a population perspective. Popula-
tion-attributable risk is the number of excess
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cases of a disease in a population that can be
attributed to a particular risk factor. The number
of excess cases in a given population attribut-
able to a given risk factor is only partly depen-
dent on relative risk. Another important deter-
minant is the frequency with which a risk factor
or combination of risk factors occurs in a given
population. The widow to widower ratio fre-
quently reaches 4:1 (U.S. Department of Health
& Human Services, 1985), because women live
longer than men, tend to marry men older than
they are themselves, and remarry after bereave-
ment less frequently than men; thus, there are
likely to be more excess cases among widows
than among widowers. As a result, the popula-
tion-attributable risk is higher for widows than
for widowers. Thus, the fact that clinicians are
likely to encounter a larger proportion of de-
pressed widows than widowers because of the
higher proportion of widows in the population
(population-attributable risk) is not at all incon-
sistent with the fact that widowers have a higher
relative risk of depression after bereavement
than widows.

Gender Differences in Health
Consequences of Bereavement:
The Empirical Evidence

There is a fairly sound body of evidence on
the detrimental health consequences of bereave-
ment for widowed persons in general. When
comparisons are made with still-married indi-
viduals, as suggested earlier, detrimental effects
to physical as well as mental health for both
widowed men and women are evident. Rates of
distress and depression, use of medication,
physical illness health measures (e.g., number
of days sick and visits to doctors), and even
mortality are generally reported to be higher for
those who are widowed than for comparabie
still-married individuals (Carter & Glick, 1976;
Gove, 1972a, 1972b, 1973; Osterweis, Solomon,
& Green, 1984; Parkes, 1996; W. Stroebe &
Stroebe, 1987; W. Stroebe, Stroebe, & Schut,
1993). The gender difference emerges when one
examines the relative magnitude of the wid-
owed to married ratios, and this too pertains
across a broad spectrum of mental and physical
health consequences.

Distress and Depressive Symptomatology

Most bereaved people feel distressed and de-
pressed after the loss of a loved person (Parkes,
1996; W. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1987). Although
these reactions may, in some cases, be severe
enough to require psychiatric or medical treat-
ment, they are generally considered to be nor-
mal reactions to the death of a loved person,
ones that will abate over the course of time,
usually without intervention (cf. Clayton,
1990). Thus, it is important to consider studies
of distress and depression separately from the
general category of mental illness. Most be-
reaved people who are depressed do not seek
treatment and would not be classified as men-
tally ill.

Measures used to assess such effects vary
from established, validated depression scales,
such as the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck,
1967) or the Center for Epidemiologic Studies
Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977), to
measures of distress constructed specifically for
a particular study. Likewise, studies vary from
small cohort investigations conducted longitu-
dinally to cross-sectional surveys of depression
rates. Because the aim here is to identify general
patterns of gender differences by widowed ver-
sus married mental health status, this broad
range of study types is covered in this section.

A further observation is necessary before we
review the studies. Reactions of distress and
depression are not only grief specific, showing
endorsement of items on grief symptom scales
such as those focusing on upset at the loss of
one’s spouse, distress about being left alone, or
loneliness in the absence of one’s partner (e.g.,
the Grief Experience Inventory; see Sanders,
Mauger, & Strong, 1991), but also generalized,
showing elevated rates among bereaved indi-
viduals on depression scales (e.g., the Beck
Depression Inventory; see Beck, 1967) that do
not make any specific reference to grief.
Clearly, no comparison of bereaved and married
individuals’ responses is possible when grief-
specific scales are used, whereas such compar-
isons are possible on general scales of depres-
sion. Can we draw conclusions about relative
upset among widows and widowers from re-
sponses on specific scales? This is indeed prob-
lematic, because women in general and wid-
owed women in particular not only have higher
depression levels but are also more acknowl-
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edging and expressive of their emotions than
men (Derlega, Metts, Petronio, & Margulis,
1993; Notarious & Johnson, 1982; Pennebaker
& Roberts, 1992; Shields, 1991). With these
assessment problems in mind, we turn to the
empirical studies.

Support for the hypothesis that widowers are
relatively more distressed than widows by the
loss of their spouse was provided in two early
studies, each of which has become a classic

- contribution although involving very different

types of design. In a community survey of de-
pression involving nearly 2,500 White persons,
Radloff (1975) found a Gender X Marital Status
interaction on level of depression. Although
married women were more depressed than mar-
ried men, widowed men were more depressed
than widowed women. Thus, despite the higher
depression rates of women, men became rela-
tively more depressed on bereavement. In the
second study, a small, in-depth investigation of
a sample of younger bereaved individuals (49
widows and 19 widowers), Glick, Weiss, and
Parkes (1974) found, 2 to 4 years after bereave-
ment, that widowers had taken longer to recover
than widows. Widows had higher depression
scores than married women 1 year after be-
reavement; at the later follow-up, however, they
were no more depressed than the married
women, whereas widowers remained signifi-
cantly more depressed than married men.
More recent studies have confirmed this pat-
tern, although it must be noted that surprisingly
few studies have compared depression levels by
gender for widowed and married individuals. A
stringent test of the gender difference was pro-
vided by Umberson, Wortman, and Kessler
(1992}, who used the results of a large national
survey to examine long-term differences in vul-
nerability to depression among those who were
conjugally bereaved. These authors found that
in comparisons with same-gender married indi-
viduals, widowers were relatively more affected
by loss than widows. The same pattern was
reported in a telephone survey of 746 elderly
men (222 married and 38 widowed) and women
(253 married and 233 widowed) conducted in
two U.S. states. Widowhood had “a substan-
tially stronger effect on depression for men than
women” (Lee, Willeits, & Seccombe, 1998, p.
622), and the interaction was not reduced by the
introduction of measures of social support (con-

tact with friends and church membership) into
the regression equation.

Similar gender differences were also found in
a large-scale, methodologically sophisticated
study conducted by Siegel and Kuykendall
(1990), even though this study focused on the
impact of the recent death of a close (non-
spouse) family member on depressed mood.
Respondents were more than 800 elderly men
and women of whom 14% had recently suffered
the loss of a close family member. When loss
status was entered into a regression analysis,
higher levels of depressive symptomatology
were found among men but not among women.
Thus, losing a close family member within the
previous 6 months resulted in a greater increase
in depressed mood among men than women.
Important here is a further pattern that emerged
when the researchers assessed whether marital
status would moderate the impact of the recent
death of a (nonspouse) family member. This
analysis resuited in a significant Marital Sta-
tus X Loss interaction for men but not for
women; it was the widowed men who, in com-
parison with their married counterparts, reacted
with elevated depression levels to the loss of a
close family member. Siegel and Kuykendall
(1990) thus identified elderly widowers as a
particularly vulnerable group, one that is at
greater relative risk of depression (and, they
argued, consequent physical health detriments)
than their female counterparts.

The greater relative risk of depression for
widowers has also been demonstrated outside
the United States in studies conducted in Great
Britain (Cramer, 1993) and the Netherlands
(Nieboer, Lindenberg, & Ormel, 1998; Van
Grootheest, Beekman, Broesse van Groenou, &
Deeg, 1999). Using data from a nationally rep-
resentative cross-sectional survey of 9,003 Brit-
ish adults and controlling for age, education,
and income, Cramer (1993) found that widow-
ers had significantly higher rates of psycholog-
ical distress (as measured by the General Health
Questionnaire; Goldberg & Hillier, 1979) rela-
tive to married men than did widows relative to
married women. In fact, the rates of widows did
not show a significant elevation. Similarly, Van
Grootheest et al. (1999), in a large-scale com-
munity study of 2,626 widowed and married
men and women 55 to 85 years of age con-
ducted in the Netherlands, found widowhood to
be associated with higher levels of depressive
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symptomatology (as measured by the CES-D).
This association was stronger for men than for
women. Interestingly, the effect was mediated
by different types of environmental stressors for
widows (e.g., network size) and widowers (e.g.,
emotional support received). Furthermore, wid-
ows appeared to adapt to widowhood more suc-
cessfully over time. Finally, Nieboer et al.
(1998), who analyzed the consequences of wid-
ow(erthood in regard to depressive symptom-
atology in a sample of 1,252 widowed respon-
dents in the Netherlands, also reported rela-
tively higher depression scores for widowers
than for widows. The data were cross-sectional
and were analyzed according to a cutoff point
indicating recency of bereavement (less than vs.
more than 2 years). The gender difference in
bereavement outcome was significant for those
recently bereaved but not for those who had lost
their partners more than 2 years earlier. This is
in contrast to the results of Van Grootheest et al.
(1999), Glick et al. (1974), and recent compar-
isons made by Bierhals et al. (1996; see also
Chen et al.,, 1999) focusing on the temporal
course of grief symptomatology among widow-
ers and widows (with no control groups). The
reason for this discrepancy is unclear but is not
of central concern, because our focus is on the
acute grieving period.

A few authors have argued that widows suf-
fer greater depression on bereavement than wid-
owers, concluding that female elevations on de-
pression during bereavement exceed the corre-
sponding male elevations (Carey, 1977, Gilbar
& Dagan, 1995; Jacobs, Kasl, Ostfeld, Berk-
man, & Charpentier, 1986). On examination, it
becomes evident that these studies failed to
include nonbereaved control groups. Thus, they
probably confounded the general gender differ-
ence in depression (i.c., absolute risk)—namely,
that women have higher depression rates than

- men—with the bereavement-specific effect (i.e.,

relative risk). As argued earlier, the general
gender difference in the base rate for depression
must be controlled to reveal the gender differ-
ence that can be attributed to the impact of
bereavement. Failure to do so results in a con-
founding of the absolute risk in depression with
the bereavement-specific or relative risk. For
example, Carey (1977, 1979) has frequently
been cited in the literature as providing evi-
dence that widows are at higher risk of depres-
sion than widowers. However, this conclusion

was based on a direct comparison of the scores
on an eight-item measure of “adjustment—
depression” of 78 widows and 41 widowers.
This finding, therefore, might merely be a re-
flection of the higher depression rate among

-women in the population. As such, the interpre-

tation may in fact be correct but should not be
interpreted in terms of more extreme reactions
of women than men to the loss of a partner.
Likewise, Gilbar and Dagan (1995) concluded,
from their study of 43 widows and 24 widow-
ers, that widows suffered more than widowers.
They found no statistically significant differ-
ences between widowers’ and widows’ scores -
on a depression measure, but they found that
widowers reported fewer difficulties in coping
with their loss than did widows, as measured
with the Texas Revised Inventory of Grief
(Faschingbauer, Zisook, & De Vaul, 1987).
There were no nonbereaved controls. The con-
clusion drawn by Gilbar and Dagan (1995) that
men cope better may be more in line with the
observed general tendency of men to acknowl-
edge or report less depressive symptomatology
(cf. Meshot & Leitner, 1993) than an indication
that they are having a less difficult time with
their bereavement. Control group comparisons
would have clarified this issue.

Other studies have claimed similar levels of
distress for bereaved men and women (Bom-
stein, Clayton, Halikas, Maurice, & Robbins,
1973; Clayton, Halikas, & Maurice, 1972; Gal-
lagher, Breckenridge, Thompson, & Peterson,
1983; Lund, Caserta, & Dimond, 1986; Weis-
man & Klerman, 1977). Lund et al. (1986)
made gender comparisons among widowed in-
dividuals but failed to compare rates with those
for nonbereaved men and women. These au-
thors concluded that there were no substantial
differences with respect to depression between
widowed men and women in their study. Al-
though literally this is a correct inference from
the data, the suggestion it raises is that there are
no differences in reactions to loss. Therefore, a
criticism similar to that raised earlier applies:
Because women in general display more dis-
tress and symptoms of depression, a finding of
no difference could indeed indicate relative in-
creases for widowers. The early Clayton studies
suffered from the same methodological short-
coming (see M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983).

A number of interview studies that included
married control groups but still failed to reveal
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a Gender X Marital Status interaction may have
been subject to selection bias. For example,
there is some indication that the failure of our
own study to show a Gender X Marital status
interaction may have been due to selection bias
among interview participants (W. Stroebe &
Stroebe, 1993; W. Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domitt-
ner, 1988). Because our study had a relatively
low response rate, we asked individuals who
refused to be interviewed whether they were
willing to complete a mailed questionnaire, and
a reasonable proportion of respondents agreed.
This mailed questionnaire contained a measure
of depression. Findings indicated that the wid-
owers who refused interviews (but filled in the
postal questionnaire) were significantly more
depressed than those who accepted, whereas the
opposite pattern prevailed for widows (M.
Stroebe & Stroebe, 1989). We accounted for
this finding in terms of social norms that make
it embarrassing for depressed men but not
women to show strong emotions (e.g., cry) in an
interview setting. This “dropout” effect, in
which less depressed widowers and more de-
pressed widows were selected into the inter-
views, would account for the fact that inter-
viewed widowers did not show the excesses in
comparison with widows observed in the stud-
ies reviewed earlier.

One other study, an investigation of elderly
widows and widowers conducted by Gallagher
et al. (1983), compared depression levels of 212
recently widowed individuals (99 men and 113
women) with those of married, same-gender
controls (84 men and 78 women) and revealed
no Gender X Marital Status interaction. This
study, then, also observed the methodological
requirements with respect to controls and still
failed to support the pattern of relatively higher
levels of depression among widowers reported
in the other methodologically sound studies. Is
this strong evidence against the hypothesis of
relatively greater excesses for widowers? Al-
though this could be the case, there are also
reasons to argue otherwise. The study had a
high rejection rate (only 30% responded to the
first mailing; for more information, see Gal-
lagher-Thompson, Futterman, Farberow, Thomp-
son, & Peterson, 1993), so selection biases must
be considered. As was the M. Stroebe and
Stroebe (1989) investigation, it was an inter-
view study, and the results would suggest that
here, too, more depressed widowers and less

depressed widows may have been selected out
of the study. Mortality patterns, discussed later,
support this hypothesis (see Gallagher-Thomp-
son et al., 1993).

Hays, Kasl, and Jacobs (1994) reported on
the course of distress among spouses (N = 440)
of patients hospitalized for serious illness or
surgery, some of whom died during the 2-year
follow-up period. Few gender differences were
observed, but, at 25 months, the widows who
had remained in the study were more depressed
than widowers. This study involved extensive
interviewing and may thus be subject to the
same Gender X Attrition interaction effect
noted earlier (selection out of more distressed
men). There were, in fact, high nonresponse and
dropout rates, with an estimated 20% of those
initially approached remaining in the sample at
the 2-year follow-up (of whom an even smaller
percentage were widowers). Furthermore, al-
though rates were compared with rates for non-
bereaved groups and with distress rates while
the spouses were still alive, it must be noted
that, at all times, all of the study participants
were facing a life-threatening situation; thus, it
would be expected that the distress “baseline”
would be high. However, it is indeed possible
that the widow excess that emerged only after 2
years indicates a longer term reversal; that is,
widows in this sample were relatively more
poorly adjusted than widowers in the longer
term (which, as noted earlier, is not the central
interest of this article).

Finally, on the basis of data derived from a
large-scale, nationally representative longitudi-
nal study of 13,008 noninstitutionalized adults
in the United States, Marks and Lambert (1998)
found that becoming widowed between the two
points of measurement was associated with
marginally greater increases in symptoms of
depression among women than men (p < .10).
The problem with this finding, which runs
against the results of all of the other method-
ologically strong studies described earlier, is
that it was based on only 10 widowers (as
compared with 82 widows).

In conclusion, there is no large and unequiv-
ocal body of research confirming the pattern of
relative widower excesses in levels and rates of
depression observed nearly two decades ago
(M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1983). Nevertheless, the
large-scale, methodologically more sophisti-
cated studies of Umberson et al. (1992), Siegel
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and Kuykendall (1990), and Cramer (1993) pro-
vide substantial evidence in favor of widower
excesses and support the conclusions from ear-
lier studies conducted by Glick et al. (1974) and
Radloff (1975). Studies making claims to the
contrary have typically failed to take into ac-
count such factors as baseline rates (relatively
more widows and higher depression rates for
women) and the potential selection factor. Fur-
ther research is needed not only to confirm these
conclusions but to establish subgroup patterns.
In particular, patterns for different age groups
are still unclear, for example, whether older
widowers are at especially high risk, as could be
inferred from the Gallagher et al. (1983) results.
Also needed is further exploration of patterns
across the duration of bereavement. Do the det-
rimental consequences for widowers really per-
sist longer than the consequences for widows,
as suggested by some but not all studies?

Mental Iliness

It is evident that “mental illness,” as a cate-
gory, combines many diverse and unrelated dis-
orders, and to treat all phenomena within a
common framework has long been recognized
as problematic (cf. Gove, 1980). However, be-
cause the interest here is in differences between
widowed and married individuals in the rates of
psychiatric problems severe enough to reach
criteria for professional treatment, it seems jus-
tifiable to group together diverse psychiatric
illnesses, disregarding for the moment differ-
ences in etiology or symptomatology. The em-
phasis here, unlike the previous section, is on
diagnosed categories of mental disorders.

There is long-standing evidence that mental
illness incidence rates are consistent with find-
ings on various measures of distress and depres-
sion. Rates of mental illness are typically higher
for widowed than married individuals and
higher for women than men (Bebbington, 1987;
Bloom, Asher, & White, 1978; Fox, 1984;
Parkes, 1964; Regier et al., 1988). In addition,
the difference in mental health status between
married and widowed individuals is greater for
men than for women. A classic review of this
literature was conducted by Gove (1972b), who
identified the pattern just described very consis-
tently across a variety of studies. On the basis of
three early data sets used by Gove (1972b), Fox
(1980) argued that female excesses are to be

found across all marital status categories if data
are analyzed in regard to untreated mental ill-
nesses. Feinson (1986) concluded, on the basis
of a study involving a cross-sectional design,
that there were no gender differences in the
prevalence of “mental disorders” (assessed with
the Symptom Checklist 90; Derogatis, 1977)
among a small sample (40 widowers and 119
widows) of bereaved elderly people. However,
it was unclear whether Gender X Marital Status
ratios were computed and, given the small sam-
ple, unlikely that they would be found. In con-
trast, Gove’s findings have been confirmed in
more recent, methodologically sounder surveys
(e.g., Bebbington, 1987; Gove, Hughes, &
Style, 1983). Bebbington (1987) presented data
from English national statistics for first admis-
sions with affective disorders for the years
1982-1985. Although widowed men had lower
absolute admission rates than widows, they
were at higher relative risk. Bebbington (1987)
concluded that, in terms of risk of affective
disorder, being widowed makes more difference
to a man than it does to a woman.

Analyses have recently been extended to
comparisons between Black and White wid-
owed men and women, revealing intriguing
variations (study of the health consequences of
bereavement among Black persons having been
generally neglected in the past). It seems that,
although the pattern of relative male excess in
mental iliness during bereavement is still a ro-
bust phenomenon for Whites, a different pattern
may pertain for Black persons. Williams,
Takeuchi, and Adair (1992) conducted a cross-
sectional survey of psychiatric disorders among
both Whites and Blacks by marital status
(N = 18,571). They found that widowed Black
men and women, like their White counterparts,
had higher rates of disorder than married indi-
viduals. In this survey, excesses for White wid-
owed women (vs. married women) did not
reach significance when adjustments were made
for socioeconomic status and household size,
whereas excesses did reach significance for
widowed Black women. Gender ratios were cal-
culated, that is, the rate of widowed to married
men divided by the rate of widowed to married
women. Opposite patterns of relative risk were
found for Blacks and Whites with respect to
these comparisons. Patterns for White widowers
consistently indicated that widowhood was
worse for them than for widows; among Blacks,
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widowhood was worse for widows than for
widowers (apart from anxiety disorders).

How can this discrepancy in the gender dif-
ference pattern for Blacks versus Whites be
explained? Williams et al. (1992) suggested an
explanation in terms of differences in the social
and psychological contexts of marital dissolu-
tion for Whites and Blacks. Whereas widowed
White men experience great social isolation and
loneliness, widowed Black men are likely to
receive high levels of support from family and
friendship networks. Thus, although this study
provides confirmation of the relative excess that
we identified previously (M. Stroebe & Stroebe,
1983), it indicates that the pattern may indeed
be culturally specific. Intrigning—and impor-
tant—though this is potentially, it is advisable
to wait for further empirical evidence before
drawing general conclusions.

Some recent studies, including that by Wil-
liams et al. (1992) just described, have also
provided diagnosis-specific information in the
mental illness area by gender and marital status.
There are indications from a number of studies
that male excesses during bereavement may fall
particularly excessively within the diagnostic
category of alcoholic disorders, whereas be-
reaved women’s mental illness patterns may
rather be classified within depressive disorders
(see W. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1987). This would
seem to be in accordance with gender differ-
ences in ways of coping (cf. de Ridder, 2000).
Women express their emotionality, vent their
distress, confide in others, and use formal re-
sources (including psychotherapy), whereas
men remain silent and keep feelings of distress
and anxiety to themselves (though, neverthe-
less, as shown earlier, widowers do have rela-
tively higher self-reported depression rates than
widows). We discuss these issues in greater
detail subsequently. It has in fact been shown
that widowers have a higher alcohol intake than
married men, but this is not the case for widows
versus married women (Cramer, 1993; Wil-
liams et al., 1992). In this context, it is also
interesting to note that emotional distress and
alcohol use have recently been viewed as gen-
der-linked responses to the same stressful expe-
rience, with men increasing alcohol intake but
reporting less emotional distress during severe
stress and women experiencing the opposite
effects (Horwitz & Davies, 1994).

In conclusion, information on mental illness
derives from cross-sectional surveys and is thus
subject to methodological shortcomings associ-
ated with this technique. In particular, more
information is needed on patterns among the
recently bereaved; in this case, large-scale sur-
veys would be necessary, because the preva-
lence of mental disorders is low {e.g., as com-
pared with undiagnosed depression rates). Re-
cent evidence confirms the conclusion of early
research that men may suffer relatively more
from mental illness during widowhood than
women. The findings may not extend to other
cultural groups with different marital and social
support patterns. Although some diagnosis-spe-
cific information is available, more studies to
establish specific diagnoses in recently be-
reaved widows and widowers would be useful.

Physical Symptoms and Illnesses

Physical health detriments are frequent
among recently bereaved persons, affecting
both men and women (Parkes, 1996; W. Stroebe
& Stroebe, 1987). They not only suffer from a
variety of physical symptoms and illnesses but
have higher rates of disability than married in-
dividuals and exhibit increased use of medical
services, such as consultations with doctors,
consumption of prescribed medicines, and hos-
pitalizations (Joung, van der Meer, & Macken-
bach, 1995; M. Morgan, 1980; Verbrugge,
1979). In addition to this pattern, a gender dif-
ference has been reported: Women suffer phys-
ical health problems and illnesses and use health
services more than men (Verbrugge, 1989; Ver-
brugge & Wingard, 1987). A number of pro-
cesses have been suggested as explanations of
this gender difference in morbidity, including
the possibility that men are less willing to ac-
knowledge or report symptoms than are women
(see, e.g., Verbrugge, 1989; Wingard, 1984).
This underlines the need, as described earlier,
for within-gender comparisons of bereaved and
nonbereaved individuals.

Glick et al. (1974), in their classic study of
Boston widows and widowers, found higher
scores on a specially constructed physical health
questionnaire for widows than for widowers 14
months after bereavement, but only for the latter
was there a significant difference in comparison
with married controls. In other words, although
absolute levels of symptomatology were higher
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among widows, relative excesses were greater
for widowers. This pattern was similar to that of
an carly (less well-designed) study by Gerber
and colleagues (Gerber, Rusalem, Hannon, Bat-
tin, & Arkin, 1975; Gerber, Wiener, Battin, &
Arkin, 1975). However, Thompson, Brecken-
ridge, Gallagher, and Peterson (1984}, in the
same study that failed to reveal differences be-
tween the genders on depression (discussed ear-
lier), also found no Marital Status X Gender
interactions on indexes of physical health
among their sample of older widowed persons.
Possibly the same reasons noted before to ex-
plain the negative results with respect to depres-
sion apply with respect to physical health as
well. Also, Gallagher-Thompson et al. (1993),
discussing this study, suggested the explana-
tion that men are likely to underestimate their
health problems during the early months of
bereavement, because, indeed, they found gen-
der differences in mortality (see subsequent
discussion).

Joung et al. (1997; see also Joung, 1996)
examined marital status differences in self-re-
ported health in a prospective investigation
of 3,510 men and women in the Netherlands.
The usual pattern emerged, with widowed per-
sons generally reporting poorer perceived
health than married persons, although chronic
conditions were not reported to be excessive.
With respect to relative excesses, differences
were apparent in perceived general health (wid-
ower—married ratio: 2.11; widow—married ratio:
1.05) and subjective health complaints (widower—
married ratio: 1.47; widow—married ratio:
0.83). This pattern suggests a relatively higher
excess on self-reported health indexes for wid-
owers than for widows. Similar results were
reported in the study by Cramer (1993) re-
viewed earlier. Widowed and married persons’
consultation rates for physical symptoms were
assessed. There was a relatively greater excess
for widowers than for widows.

That this pattern extends to indicators of dis-
ability (including limitations and assistance re-
quired for daily living and for work) was dem-
onstrated in a recent study by Goldman, Koren-
man, and Weinstein (1995) using data from a
longitudinal U.S. survey of aging and health. It
was found that widowed men were at much
higher risk of being disabled than married men,
whereas the corresponding differential for
women was considerably smaller.

In conclusion, the available evidence on
physical health status of widows and widowers
tends to support the patterns found for mental
health reviewed earlier. The evidence so far
shows widowers to be relatively more vulnera-
ble than widows (i.e., as compared with their
married counterparts) on physical health in-
dexes ranging from self-reported health to
chronic conditions, consultation rates, and dis-
ability. Surprisingly few studies are available.
Methodologically sound investigations of the
course of health among widowers and widows
across the duration of their bereavement are
urgently needed. Next, we turn to the body of
evidence on the most extreme outcome of be-
reavement, namely mortality. With respect to
this outcome, a more substantial literature has
accumulated.

Mortality

Mortality patterns found in cross-sectional
studies are quite consistent (Hu & Goldman,
1990; M. Stroebe, Stroebe, Gergen, & Gergen,
1981), and, with few exceptions, large-scale
longitudinal studies have confirmed the pattern
of relative widower excesses (Bowling & Wind-
sor, 1995; Helsing & Szklo, 1981; Lillard &
Waite, 1995; Mellstrom, Nilsson, Oden, Rund-
gren, & Svanborg, 1982; for a more detailed
review, see M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1993). The
overall picture is that mortality rates for wid-
owers (vs. married men) are relatively higher
than those for widows (vs. married women). As
described subsequently (see also M. Stroebe et
al., 1981; M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1993), there
are discrepancies in a few studies for some
subgroups (e.g., certain age groups or duration
periods), and occasionally widows’ rates have
not been found significantly excessive in com-
parison with those of married women. How-
ever, in general, the mortality patterns provide
the strongest evidence of all health indexes that
widowers are indeed at relatively higher risk
than widows, and, given that death is the most
extreme consequence of bereavement, much
weight may be attached to this finding.

Recent studies have become highly sophisti-
cated in controlling for confounding variables
and artifacts, and the relatively higher excess of
widowers in comparison with widows has re-
mained robust. Goldman et al. (1995) included
extensive baseline controls (total baseline sam-
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ple: 7,500) and still found widowers to have
higher odds of dying (by about 25%) than mar-
ried men. They concluded that the same may be
true for widows, but the coefficients for women
were smaller, and the estimated effects were
insignificant. Similarly, in a recent survey (total
sample: 36,142) incorporating control for in-
come (which varied between the gender sub-
groups), Rogers (1995) found that being conju-
gally bereaved was much more detrimental for
men than for women. Using data from their
large prospective cohort study in the Nether-
lands, Joung, van de Mheen, Stronks, van Pop-
pel, and Mackenbach (1998; see also Joung,
1996) successively adjusted for sociodemo-
graphic confounders and selection factors,
health behaviors, and material circumstances in
calculating relative mortality risks by marital
status. Examination of this data set (N =
27,000) showed consistently higher relative risk
ratios for widowers than for widows (vs. their
married counterparts). Finally, in a prospective
study of mortality in Finland among all 35-84-
year-old married persons, Martikainen and
Valkonen (1996) found higher excess mortality
for widowers (17%) than for widows (6%) even
after controlling for confounding factors (e.g.,
homogamy, common accidents, and common
unfavorable environments).

In line with these general patterns, dropout
through mortality was significantly more exces-
sive for widowers than for widows (same-gen-
der nonbereaved controls were included) over
the course of the longitudinal study conducted
by Gallagher-Thompson and her colleagues
(Gallagher-Thompson et al., 1993). This result
is remarkable, given the small sample size for
the identification of mortality differences. These
investigators were able to identify social isola-
tion and interpersonal difficulties as character-
izing the decedents rather than the survivors in
the study.

The duration of excessive mortality risk may
also be longer for widowers than for widows. In
a well-controlled, large-scale cohort study (N =
12,522 spouse pairs), Schaefer, Quesenberry,
and Soora (1995) found excessive relative risks
for both bereaved men and women in the first
year of loss (particularly the second half of this
year). However, whereas the effects among
women appeared to be limited to this period
(after adjustment for other predictors of mortal-
ity) the risk of mortality among men, though

decreasing somewhat after 2 years, still re-
mained elevated over the subsequent years fol-
lowing bereavement. Similar results were re-
ported in the Goldman et al. (1995) study. The
increased mortality risks of widowhood among
men were not concentrated in the early dura-
tions of widowhood, suggesting to the research-
ers that widowhood is a state of chronic rather
than acute stress for widowers. This is contrary
to the main body of research, including studies
reviewed here, which has established most ex-
treme effects early on.

Information is accumulating on causes of
death that may account for the relatively higher
mortality excess of widowers (see Mergenha-
gen, Lee, & Gove, 1985; Rogers, 1995; M.
Stroebe & Stroebe, 1993). In an early cross-
sectional survey, Gove (1972a) found greater
suicide (as well as attempted suicide) excesses
for widowers relative to married men than for
widows relative to married women. Longitudi-
nal studies of the distribution of suicides over
the duration of bereavement indicate that wid-
owers are more at risk during the fir