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  RÉSUMÉ 
 Cette analyse examine les façons dont l’expérience du veuvage dans la vieillesse ainsi que la nature de la recherche 
sur le veuvage ont changé depuis la publication du livre  Le Veuvage en fi n de vie  en 1991. Les modèles de la baisse du 
veuvage sont examinés, à la fois dans sa durée et de son incidence retardée dans la vie. La recherche sur le veuvage a 
connu des avancées conceptuelles au-delà de la compréhension de la perte de rôle. La perspective du cours de la vie, 
ainsi que les concepts de narratifs multiples et de résilience ont aussi contribué à ce domaine. De nouvelles méthodes, 
y compris des méthodologies prospectives et longitudinales portant sur de larges ensembles de données, ainsi que 
des études qualitatives détaillées, ont fait avancer notre compréhension de la complexité et des variances du veuvage. 
Celles-ci incluent des variantes telles que le genre, la diversité ethnoculturelle et la combinaison de facteurs tels que 
l’aisance matérielle, la santé et la classe sociale. L’article examine aussi l’infl uence de l’affi liation au marché du 
travail, de la politique sociale et de la nature changeante du mariage sur le façonnement du veuvage plus tard au 
cours de la vie.  

  ABSTRACT 
 This analysis reviews the ways in which both the experience of widowhood in old age and the nature of research on 
widowhood have changed since the publication of the book  Widowhood in Later Life  in 1991. Patterns of decline in 
widowhood in both its duration and incidence in later life are examined. Widowhood research has advanced 
conceptually by moving beyond understanding widowhood solely in terms of role loss. Life course perspectives, 
and concepts of multiple narratives and of resilience, have also contributed to the fi eld. New methodologies, 
including prospective and longitudinal designs involving larger data sets, and more in-depth qualitative studies, 
have advanced our understanding of complexities and variations in widowhood. These include issues of gender 
and ethnocultural diversity, as well as the intersection of wealth, health, and class. This article also examines how 
patterns of labour force affi liation, social policy, and the changing nature of marriage shape widowhood in later life.  
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           Introduction 
 In the 20 years since the publication of my book  Wid-
owhood in Later Life  (1991), signifi cant changes have oc-
curred in how widowhood is experienced in Canada, 
especially at a population level, and in how it is stud-
ied and understood. Widowhood has changed both as 
a status in Canadian society and as a process experi-
enced by individuals. Our understanding of variability 
in the experience of widowhood – in terms of gender, 
or socioeconomic or ethnocultural diversity – has also 
deepened over time. 

 The status of widowhood is given to an individual who 
has not remarried following the death of his or her 
spouse (Martin-Matthews & Davidson,  2005 ). Widow-
hood is also a process of transition, progressing from 
the illness to the death of the spouse and related events 
involving burial and mourning, grieving, and recon-
struction of one’s social world that follow. This article 
begins with a focus on how the demographic profi le 
of widowhood has changed over two decades, and 
how conceptual and methodological approaches have 
brought new insights to the complexities and varia-
tions in the experience of widowhood. It then considers 
the current state of knowledge relating to the three 
broad themes that framed the analysis in  Widowhood in 
Later Life : adaptation, social support, and variability. 

 The discussion of adaptation includes issues of wid-
owhood as a relative life event, forewarning of and 
socialization to the role of widowed person, and grief 
and coping mechanisms in bereavement. The brief 
examination of social support reviews literature on 
patterns of support, especially familial and fi nancial 
supports and resources.  Widowhood in Later Life  dealt 
with variability between women and men, rural and 
urban widowed individuals, older and younger wid-
owed persons, and between widowed people with and 
without children. Marital status comparisons were a 
focus of the book, but are not in this article. Refl ecting 
recent trends in the literature to focus more on vari-
ability  within  widowhood, rather than compare across 
marital statuses, here I consider two primary aspects 
of variability: gender and ethnocultural diversity. 
Throughout, the fi ndings of Canadian research are em-
phasized,  1   but are placed in the context of the interna-
tional literature.  

  1.   Understanding Widowhood  
 The Changing Demographic Profi le of Widowhood 

 The number of widowed people in the population is 
increasing, but the proportion of elderly people who 
are widowed is decreasing, as is the duration of wid-
owhood in later life. How do we explain these pat-
terns, and their apparent contradiction? 

 In many countries, the proportion of the population 
aged 15 and over who are widowed is approximately 
six per cent. But widowhood is both sex-selective and 
age-related. Half of all marriages end with the death of 
the husband, but only one fi fth with the death of the 
wife. Thus, widowhood is primarily associated with 
women – old women. Almost three quarters of the 
widows in North America are over the age of 65. The 
average age of the widowed population is 75 years, for 
both men and women. In North America, nearly half of 
women aged 65 and over are widowed, with this pro-
portion increasing to four fi fths of those aged 85 and 
over. In contrast, less than one in fi ve men is widowed 
at 65, although almost half of men aged 85 and over are 
widowed. 

 As the baby boom population (born between 1946 and 
1961) crosses the threshold of age 65 over the next 15 years 
and moves through later life, their sheer numbers dictate 
that a larger number of widowed people will be in the 
population. But widowhood as an expectable life event 
and characteristic of old age (especially for women) has 
been in decline for quite some time (Martin Matthews, 
 1980 ,  1987a ,  1991 ; Martin-Matthews,  1999 ; Martin-
Matthews & Davidson,  2005 ), due to medical advances 
which have delayed it, and due to societal trends such 
as increasing proportions of people entering old age as 
divorced, or single, people. 

 Connidis ( 2010 ) provided a thorough analysis of 
trends and changes in patterns of widowhood for 
both men and women (and, indeed, for all marital 
statuses) in later life, examining data from Canada and 
the US over a 35-year period. Her analysis characterized 
the long-term decline in the likelihood of widowhood 
for both men and women, its occurrence later in old 
age, the increasing proportion of older people who 
live out longer periods of later life as members of a 
married couple, and the impact of divorce. These 
changes have, in the words of Allen and Walker ( 2006 ), 
“transformed the intimate landscape for old people” 
(p. 160). 

 To complement the detailed analysis presented by 
Connidis (and which is beyond the scope of this 
article),  Figure 1  provides a graphic illustration of 
changing cohort patterns over time in the prevalence 
of widowhood among women in Canada. It traces the 
trends in widowhood among women born in different 
decades, and illustrates the substantially decreasing 
likelihood, over the past 35 years, of widowhood 
throughout the female life course.     

 Although the trend of a steady increase in the average 
age at widowhood is true of many countries world-
wide, it is not a global phenomenon. The epidemic of 
HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa has meant a reduc-
tion in the average age of widowhood for both men 
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and women. However, in these circumstances widow-
hood is more likely to be of short duration, partly as 
a result of remarriage patterns among younger genera-
tions. Also, when both partners are infected, as is fre-
quently the situation, the period of survivorship is 
truncated.   

 Conceptual Approaches to the Study of Widowhood 

 Over the past 20 years, the conceptual foundations of 
widowhood research have shifted signifi cantly. Role 
theory dominated the work of Lopata ( 1987a ,  1987b , 
 1996 ), arguably the most infl uential and prolifi c of 
scholars of widowhood over the past 40 years. This 
perspective approaches the study of widowhood in 
terms of role loss and role exit – the cessation of any 
stable pattern of interaction and shared activities. In 
her fi nal book,  Current Widowhood: Myths and Realities , 
written two years after her own widowhood, Lopata 
( 1996 ) acknowledged the infl uence of more recent 
studies of widowhood which

  helped pull away the dismal image (with which 
even I fi rst approached this subject) of the ever-
limited, ever-suffering, ever-dependent widow. The 
picture of widowhood that now emerges is much 
more complicated and varied than I had been able 
to grasp in my fi rst study in the late 1960s. (p. xiv)  

  This more complex, varied, and nuanced understanding 
of widowhood is in many ways a function of the theo-
retical lenses and conceptual approaches brought to 
our understanding of it, moving well beyond role 
theory. My writing of  Widowhood in Later Life  was 
framed within a symbolic interactionist approach 
that considers individuals as active creators of their 
social worlds, focusing primarily on how older people 
interpret and give meaning to events and situations in 
their lives. From the standpoint of symbolic interac-
tionism, social roles merely set the conditions for indi-
vidual interaction, but they do not determine action. 
As I wrote then (Martin Matthews,  1991 ), “Changes in 
the self derive from continual adjustments in the per-
son’s notions of how others will respond to her actions, 
and from the meaning she gives to her own actions 
based on the earlier responses of others” (p. 10). 

 Recent major contributions to our understanding of 
widowhood in later life have similarly adopted a sym-
bolic interactionist approach. This is most particularly 
exemplifi ed by the work of Canadian researcher van 
den Hoonaard, in her studies of the experience of wid-
owhood among older women (van den Hoonaard, 
 1999 ,  2001 ), comparisons between men and women 
(van den Hoonaard,  2002a ,  2002b ,  2009a ), and a fo-
cused analysis of older men (van den Hoonaard,  2010 ). 

  

 Figure 1:        Source: Statistics Canada ( 1972 ,  1982 ,  1991 ,  2001 ,  2006 ) 
 Note: Percentage calculations are by Martin-Matthews.    
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 U.K. researcher Chambers ( 2005 ) and Australian re-
searcher Foxman-Feldman ( 2005 ) have similarly adopted 
conceptual approaches that focus not only on pathol-
ogies and decrements of widowhood, but also on the 
context of past and current life events and behaviours 
in shaping the experience of widowhood. Chambers 
has approached the study of widowhood through 
more critical gerontology and feminist life course per-
spectives, moving away from assumptions of the link 
between observed behaviours and perspectives and of 
widowhood alone as an explanatory factor. 

 Chambers challenges the public discourse that prob-
lematizes the experience of widowhood and casts it 
only in terms of negative consequences; she considers 
a complexity of experience rooted in personal biogra-
phy and the female life course, dispelling many myths 
of widowhood in the process (Chambers,  2000 ). She 
has argued that, without the conceptual approach of a 
life course perspective and a “multiple narratives” fo-
cus, “it is all too easy … to misconstrue and misinter-
pret older widows’ current needs and aspirations” 
(2005, p. 264). Her work challenges prevailing images 
of widowhood as an experience isolated from the rest 
of women’s lives; of older widows as a homogeneous 
group; and of older widows as without agency and 
self-determination (Chambers,  2000 ). 

 Van den Hoonaard ( 2001 ,  2010 ) has similarly moved 
beyond a “problematizing” approach to widowhood, 
focusing on the ways in which the experience of wid-
owhood intersects with class, gender, ethnicity, cul-
ture, religious affi liation, and environment, and, for 
men, with understandings of masculinity. As Connidis 
( 2010 ) has noted, the more critical perspectives exem-
plifi ed by the work of Chambers, van den Hoonaard, 
and others “links the impact of a partner’s death on 
individuals to socially structured practices regarding 
marital status, gender and age” (p. 107). 

 The emergence of “resilience” as a guiding concept is 
comparatively new in studies of widowhood (O’Rourke, 
 2004 ). Resilience has been defi ned as “the ability to 
maintain a stable [psychological] equilibrium following 
loss, without long-term consequences” (Bonanno, 
Wortman, & Nesse,  2004 ). Four models of behaviour 
have been associated with resilience in widowhood: 
(a) reorganization, (b) adaptation, (c) fi nding positive 
benefit, and (d) compensation (Moore & Stratton, 
 2002 ). Intrigued by the potential utility of the concept, 
Bennett ( 2010a)  re-examined 60 of her interviews with 
widowers to identify those who were resilient and 
those not, and to consider the processes involved in 
achieving resilience. She identifi ed resilience among 38 
per cent of the men in her studies, with her synthesis of 
the literature emphasizing the role of resilience in ini-
tial responses to loss of spouse (in bereavement) and 

longer-term reconstruction of life without the spouse 
(in widowhood). 

 Although this article focuses on widowhood in later 
life and not on bereavement per se, the two fi elds of 
enquiry are clearly relevant to one another. Under-
standings of the experience of bereavement and grief 
have changed as well in recent decades. It is now well 
recognized that “doing well” after a loss is not neces-
sarily a cause for concern but rather a normal response 
for many older adults (Boerner, Wortman, & Bonanno, 
 2005 ). Redefi nition of understandings of grief also re-
fl ect a “shift in focus from the end of the living bond to 
the place of the inner representation of the dead or ab-
sent person in the inner world of the survivor” (Machin, 
 2000 , p. 113). This focus, described by Machin ( 2000 ) as 
more than a revisiting of memories, is rather “a fuller 
integration of the person of the deceased and the 
meanings held in the relationship with the deceased in 
the present and for the future” (p. 117). This perspec-
tive is reminiscent of Unruh’s observation that “most 
important for the study of social worlds in aging lives 
is the idea that social worlds may be meaningful even 
though they do not exist in any concrete sense” (Un-
ruh,  1983 , as cited in Martin Matthews,  1991 , p. 35).   

 Researching the Widowhood Experience 

 Two decades ago, I urged that “highest priority … be 
given to the examination of widowhood as a process of 
transition, rather than merely as a status held by most 
older women. There has been relatively little research 
on the way in which social relationships and support 
networks infl uence and are themselves changed by 
the process of becoming widowed” (Martin Matthews, 
 1991 , p. 113). Particularly in relation to widowhood, 
I decried the “persistent habit” (characteristic of my 
own work as well) of “studying role transitions  after  
the transitional event”, and called for prospective and 
longitudinal studies to enhance understanding of rela-
tionships between illness, caregiving, dying, and the 
transition to widowhood. 

 There have been a number of noteworthy develop-
ments in the literature, with two highlighted here. 
The fi rst is the increasing importance of prospective 
research designs and, in particular, of comparisons 
between the pre- and post-widowhood lives of indi-
viduals. Researchers such as Wortman and colleagues 
(Boerner et al.,  2005 ; Bonanno et al.,  2004 ; Carnelley, 
Wortman, Bolger, & Burke,  2006 ) have written for years 
using such prospective data sets as the Changing Lives 
of Older Couples (CLOC), a prospective study of 1,532 
married individuals aged 65 years and older, which 
enables the analysis of the changing life circumstances 
of study participants as they are widowed. For ex-
ample, a recent study used CLOC data in examining 
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the extent to which positive and negative support 
from children prior to and after spousal loss, and 
changes in support from pre- to post-loss, affect widowed 
older adults’ depressive symptoms, anxiety, and anger 
18 months following widowhood (Ha,  2009 ). 

 Currently, this type of analytical capability in Canada 
is restricted only to specifi c types of analyses (such as 
Statistics Canada’s Longitudinal Administrative Data-
bank from 1993 onward, which allows for comparisons 
of the dynamics of income during widowhood among 
women and men aged 65 and over) (Bernard & Li, 
 2006 ). However, the launch in 2009 of the Canadian 
Longitudinal Study on Aging (CLSA), which will track 
50,000 Canadians between the ages of 45 and 85 for a 
20-year period, promises such opportunity here as well 
(Martin-Matthews & Mealing,  2009 ; Raina et al.,  2009 ). 

 The second trend has been noted by Connidis ( 2010 ) in 
her observation that: “Much of our understanding of be-
coming and being widowed comes from qualitative re-
search in which in-depth interviews and narratives reveal 
the process and dynamics of this major life transition” 
(p. 108). Especially relevant is the emergence not just of 
more qualitative research, but of research that has fo-
cused on penetrating aspects of the experience of widow-
hood to examine issues of diversity and heterogeneity 
that were previously unexplored. For example, Canadian 
research by van den Hoonaard has enhanced our under-
standing of variability in men’s experiences of widowhood 
in later life. Her focus on broader issues of masculinity 
among older widowed men frames their experience of 
widowhood and old age in ways that extend well beyond 
widowhood exclusively. Van den Hoonaard’s approach 
is inductive, drawing exclusively on the ways in which 
men speak of widowerhood and the social meaning of the 
experience as refl ected in the ways in which they talk about 
it (van den Hoonaard,  2010 , p. 1786). This approach was 
also used in Foxman-Feldman’s ( 2005 ) focus groups with 
widowed women, Chambers’ (2005) research with wid-
owed women, and Bennett’s ( 2010a ,  2010b)  and David-
son’s ( 1998 ,  2001 ,  2002 ) studies of widows and widowers. 

 Van den Hoonaard ( 2009b)  also provides an interesting 
methodological insight in her writing about an oppor-
tunity she had to observe the participants in her study

  when they were not talking to me or to each other 
about being widows. No one who met them on that 
day would have thought about them as grieving, 
struggling widows. … Transcending a single as-
pect of their lives gave me a much fuller picture 
than … if I had only seen them when they were 
talking about their lives as widows, in an interview 
situation. (van den Hoonaard,  2009b , p. 1786)  

  At a time when the application of research fi ndings to 
the “real world” is being increasingly promoted by re-
search funding agencies (through initiatives such as 

“research to action” and “knowledge translation”), 
one qualitative study has been quite innovative in 
“giving voice” to widows’ accounts of their experi-
ences. Foxman-Feldman’s in-depth qualitative study 
of widows in Australia was adapted by Alan Hopgood 
into a highly successful stage production “Wicked 
Widows”. The theatrical adaptation uses the words of 
three widows of different ages and with varied experi-
ence to convey “a positive message, appreciation and 
acceptance of their loss and a wicked comment on wid-
owhood” (Health Play, n.d., p. 1). New methodologies 
are therefore not only being used by researchers to 
enhance our understanding of widowhood in later 
life, but also to present that knowledge to the public 
in ways that are accessible and impactful. Indeed, 
Feldman, Radermacher, and Lorains (in press) have 
taken this a step further, subsequently examining the 
use of a theatre performance about widowhood as a 
medium for facilitating older people’s engagement 
with key life events and countering and challenging 
negative stereotypes. 

 Thus, the profi le of widowhood and the landscape of 
widowhood research have both changed substantially 
in 20 years: widowhood itself (largely) of later onset 
and shorter duration, less “expectable” a characteristic 
of much of old age; research that is framed by critical, 
feminist, and life course perspectives that recognize 
the widowhood experience itself as but one of multiple 
“narratives” shaping the experience of this stage of 
life, both for women and for men; and methodologies 
that range from in-depth qualitative studies of wid-
owed individuals in a wide variety of contexts (and 
that penetrate the very nature of that variability) to 
prospective studies with large or nationally represen-
tative populations; studies that follow populations of 
widowed persons for longer periods of time after the 
loss of spouse; that re-evaluate data in light of new 
contexts and approaches (Bennett,  2010a ); employ 
multi-method approaches (Feldman, Byles, & Beaumont, 
 2000 ); new data collection strategies, such as the Internet 
(O’Rourke,  2004 ); and longitudinal research designs in-
tended to capture a broad spectrum of transitions and 
trajectories.   

  2.   Becoming Widowed: Adaptation 
 Adaptation to widowhood is shaped by numerous fac-
tors, which include its relative expectability, in terms of 
forewarning and whether on-time or off-time, with 
many implications for the reorganization of one’s 
social world and coping processes.  

 Widowhood as a Relative Life Event 

 Widowhood has traditionally been considered one of 
the most stressful of life events and role transitions. 
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However, there are inconsistent fi ndings as to the im-
pact of the timing of widowhood in the life course (age at 
widowhood) and the duration of the spouse’s fi nal 
illness on the experience of bereavement. Widowhood 
as “on time” or “off time” affects individuals in terms 
of their psychological preparedness, opportunities for 
anticipatory socialization, and the societal resources 
and supports available to them. The age at which a 
person experiences the death of the spouse is a very 
important feature of the experience because of the way 
in which the person’s life is embedded in other social 
roles at that point in time. Similarly, the duration of a 
spouse’s fi nal illness also infl uences opportunities for 
anticipatory socialization to the role of widowed person. 
However, this relationship appears to be stronger for 
the case of early, off-time widowhood than for widow-
hood in later life. 

 Despite the view of widowhood as a particularly 
stressful life event, most individuals adapt well over 
time, although the process of reconstruction of a new 
life and social order is for some a long and painful one. 
In a recent study designed “to chart the time course 
of grief” by focusing on continued involvement with 
the deceased spouse, emotional resolution, meaning 
fi nding, and feelings of personal growth, Carnelly, 
Wortman, Bolger, and Burke ( 2006 ) found that wid-
owed persons continue to talk, think, and feel emo-
tions about their lost spouse for many years (sometimes 
decades) later. 

 Nevertheless, many individuals fare well in widow-
hood, underscoring the points made earlier that wid-
owhood need not be pathologized or problematized. 
Comparisons across bereavement studies have re-
vealed three basic patterns of outcome: common or 
time-limited disruptions in functioning (e.g., elevated 
depression, cognitive disorganization, health prob-
lems) lasting from several months to one to two years, 
chronic disruptions in functioning lasting several years 
or longer, and the relative absence of depression and 
other disruptions in functioning (Bonanno et al.,  2004 ). 
In a large prospective study, Bonanno and colleagues 
found that almost half of the widowed people studied 
showed little or no depression following the death of 
their spouse. Indeed, 10 per cent of those widowed 
showed improved mental health following the loss. 
While Bonanno et al. recognized the understanding of 
widowhood as one of life’s most stressful experiences, 
their fi ndings emphasize “the importance of maintain-
ing a healthy skepticism toward traditional assump-
tions in the fi eld and lend credence to the view that we 
still have much to learn about the variety of ways 
people cope with loss” (p. 269). 

 For many people, widowhood represents a crisis not in 
the sense of a threat of catastrophe but rather as a 

turning point, a crucial period of increased vulnera-
bility and yet heightened potential. This is evident in 
Bennett’s ( 2010a)  study of older widowers, and in 
numerous autobiographical accounts of widowhood 
(Didion,  2007 ; Oates,  2011 ). Many individuals realize 
that potential, although as they advance in age and 
grow increasingly frail, the threat of becoming depen-
dent looms large in their lives. One of the real advances 
in the understanding of widowhood in recent decades 
has been the recognition of the important role of health, 
and especially of health declines in later life, in shaping 
how widowhood is experienced (Chambers,  2005 ). Da-
vidson ( 2001 ) found that extrinsic factors of older age 
and poor health are highly salient for elderly widowers’ 
choices and constraints concerning re-partnering. 

 Although there is evidence that widowhood is associ-
ated with an elevated risk of morbidity and mortality, 
especially among those who are widowed more than 
once (Zhang,  2006 ), research on the relationship be-
tween widowhood and morbidity and mortality is 
fraught with contradictory fi ndings. Short-term de-
creases in health status and perceived health following 
widowhood have been observed, but long-term health 
appears largely unaffected. Despite early research 
fi ndings of high mortality rates among widowers, 
more current epidemiological studies (Jin & Christa-
kis,  2009 ) have found no signifi cant relationship be-
tween bereavement and mortality.   

 Socialization to the Role of Widowed Person 

 As Lopata ( 1996 , p. 212) observed, and subsequent 
qualitative studies attest, there exists no institutional-
ized role of widowhood, only a pervasive identity of 
widow that alters relationships. What, then, are the 
factors that infl uence the transition to what used to be 
considered this “roleless role”? As Connidis ( 2010 ) has 
noted, the caregiving experience that often precedes 
the death of a spouse has implications for the transi-
tion to widowhood. Caring for a spouse during his or 
her fi nal illness allows some widowed persons to an-
ticipate their loss and to feel some relief in the death 
(Hansson & Stroebe,  2007 ). In accounts of their experi-
ences of widowerhood, many elderly men acknowl-
edge how periods of caring for their ill wives provide 
opportunities to acquire domestic skills that ease their 
transition to widowhood (van den Hoonaard,  2010 ), 
which often does not happen when a spouse dies sud-
denly (Moore & Stratton,  2002 ). 

 The anticipation of widowhood, as when a spouse is 
ill, facilitates adaptation (Martin Matthews,  1991 ). This 
was found in studies 20 years ago, and remains true 
today. Among women in particular, lengthy illness en-
ables conversation about the dying partner’s death 
and the future life of the surviving spouse (van den 
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Hoonaard,  2001 ). There is far less evidence that men do 
this (Moore & Stratton,  2002 ; van den Hoonaard,  2010 ). 
Connidis ( 2010 ) noted that “following widowhood, 
these exchanges are enmeshed with the experience of 
being widowed more than of being married; a hus-
band’s expressed views of her future are part of a wid-
ow’s present” (p. 110). Bennett ( 2010b)  extended this 
even further, in her examination of how identities of 
older widowed women remain strongly associated 
with their husbands and with their identity as a wife: 
“At the heart of their experiences is a sense that they 
do not become only a  widow ; rather they reconstruct an 
augmented identity, that of  wife/widow ” (p. 214).   

 Grief and Reorganization 

 Twenty years ago, it was well understood that many 
individuals take two to four years to adjust to the loss 
of their spouse, and that the early period of bereave-
ment is typically associated with “profound psycho-
logical disorganization and feelings of status loss” 
(Martin Matthews,  1991 ). As I have indicated here, 
new research methodologies have enabled a more nu-
anced understanding of variability in this process, and 
a call for the re-evaluation of many of the assumptions 
that have guided interventions with bereaved persons. 
Prospective studies of absent grief, for example, sug-
gest that these are not cases of under acknowledged 
problems related to loss, but rather evidence of doing 
well among resilient widows and widowers (Bonanno 
et al.,  2004 ,  2005 ). 

 Widowhood clearly provides opportunities for per-
sonal growth and independence, and, for some, release 
from an unhappy union. In my earlier studies, I noted 
that the focus of many widows on surviving and pre-
vailing as they take charge of their lives and become 
more independent over time suggests that adapting to 
widowhood represents, for some, a transformation 
rather than a recovery (Martin-Matthews,  1999 ). Qual-
itative studies and narrative accounts of widowhood 
(Bennett,  2010a ,  2010b ; Bennett & Vidal-Hall,  2000 ; 
Chambers,  2005 ; Davidson,  1998 ,  2001 ; Feldman, Byles 
& Beaumont,  2000 ; Foxman-Feldman,  2005 ; Moore & 
Stratton,  2002 ; Root,  1998 ; Scott,  1998 ; van den Hoonaard, 
 2001 ,  2010 ) affi rm that widowhood fundamentally 
involves a renegotiation of aspects of daily life and, as 
reported for women in particular, a reconfi guration of 
one’s sense of self and relationship to others.   

  3.   Being Widowed: Social Supports 
and Resources 
 Social support has been extensively examined in the 
gerontological literature, with strong evidence of a 
positive relationship to health. However, the types and 
sources of support benefi cial at one point in the process 

of adaptation to widowhood may not necessarily 
be appropriate at a later point in the transition. Re-
searchers have also questioned the assumption of the 
inherent value of social support. Loose, low-density 
networks, rather than tightly bound, all-embracing 
networks, may be most appropriate in enabling wid-
owed men and women to develop new social roles 
consistent with their new status (Martin-Matthews, 
 1999 ). 

 Findings of the predominant role of family ties in in-
formal helping networks dominate the literature on 
widowhood. Adult children provide much of the assis-
tance received by older widowed parents. But patterns 
of contact between widowed individuals and their 
adult children are not necessarily uniform, either 
among children or in terms of the duration of widow-
hood. Most contact is with daughters, and although 
the support of adult children is crucial during acute 
grief, it may become less salient over time as friends 
increase in importance. 

 Sibling relations hold a unique place in support net-
works in terms of their longer duration in compar-
ison with other family ties and their essentially 
egalitarian nature. Research suggests generally strong 
patterns of emotional support between widowed per-
sons and their siblings, especially sisters, although 
frequency of contact and exchange of aid may be 
comparatively low. 

 However, as many as one in fi ve widowed persons re-
port not having a single living relative to whom they 
feel particularly close. Indeed, there is substantial evi-
dence for the importance of friendship ties, even 
though friendships change substantially with widow-
hood. Because they are not distinguished by the feel-
ings of obligation that characterize family relations, 
friendships – especially those with members of a mar-
ried couple – may not survive widowhood. The ability 
to make new friendships is, for many, crucial to longer-
term adaptation to widowhood. 

 However, there are many sources of variability in the 
experience of widowhood, all of which will infl uence 
patterns of access to available social supports and their 
perceived benefi t. Increasingly we recognize that wid-
owed persons are not passive recipients of social sup-
port, but rather people who “… have built, and continue 
to occupy, full social life spaces as they age”(Lopata, 
 1996 , p. 215). The images of inherent neediness that 
characterized earlier studies of widowhood are bal-
anced by the recognition of “a defi nite decrease of de-
pendency on the part of widowed women” (p. 217). To 
a large extent, in North America at least, this refl ects 
now several decades of married women being less eco-
nomically dependent on a husband, and “more likely 
to be involved in a multidimensional life, much of 
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which is also social and emotionally independent of 
that partner” (p. 217). 

 Analyses of social support often consider self-help and 
mutual support groups that represent particular kinds 
of peer relationships. Although typically utilized by 
only a minority of widowed people, such groups have 
been demonstrated to effectively reduce the distress 
of widowed people in intervention groups. Formal orga-
nizational support groups are also consistently under-
utilized by widows and are rarely used by widowers. 

 There are very few studies of interventions with wid-
owed populations in Canada. Following a fi ve-week 
support intervention with widows, Stewart, Craig, 
MacPherson, and Alexander ( 2008 ) used pre-test, post-
test, and delayed post-test measures and found statis-
tically signifi cant impacts including enhanced support 
satisfaction, diminished support needs, and increased 
positive affect. 

 In the research literature over the past 20 years, there is 
increasing reference also to the self as resource. Recent 
research has documented the experience among some 
widowed people of what are called “identifying mo-
ments”, the widows’ sudden conscious awareness of 
their new status and the fact that their identity has 
changed. In any study of changes in patterns of social 
support in widowhood, the possibility of change in 
widowed individuals themselves as an infl uencing 
factor is an important consideration.  

  4.   Variability in the Experience 
of Widowhood 
 Attention to issues of variability or diversity in the ex-
perience of widowhood in later life has increased sub-
stantially in the past 20 years. Of all the topics covered 
in  Widowhood in Later Life , the two which have received 
the greatest attention in the succeeding two decades 
are analyses of gender (although less likely today to be 
framed solely or even primarily in terms of “gender 
comparisons”) and of ethnicity and culture. These 
topics are addressed here, with some reference to vari-
ability related to fi nancial resources in widowhood, 
and the role of health, which was not a topic of discus-
sion in my previous writings on later life widowhood.  

 The Gendered Experience of Widowhood 

 The focus on the female experience of widowhood has 
been so predominant that only comparatively recently 
has the word “widowerhood” been included in some, 
but not all, English dictionaries. As shown earlier, in all 
societies, women are more likely to be widowed than 
are men, and the differential increases substantially 
with age. Refl ecting this reality, I observed a decade 

ago that “the knowledge we have of ‘widowhood’ and 
‘widowed elderly persons’ is gendered. What we know 
of widowhood in later life is of  women’s  experiences 
of widowhood in later life” (Martin-Matthews,  1999 , 
p. 41). But here, fortunately, the research landscape has 
changed substantially over the past 10 years. 

 Gender variation in the likelihood of being widowed, 
and average age when experiencing widowhood, are 
explained by biological, cultural, and social factors. On 
average, men die at younger ages than do women (al-
though the gap in life expectancy is decreasing in many 
societies). Second, in most cultures, women marry men 
who are several years older than they are. These two 
factors combined mean that the likelihood of widow-
hood increases with old age and being female. How-
ever, the third explanation for the imbalance in 
widowhood statistics by gender, relates to remarriage. 
Men are far less likely than women to become widowed 
and then to remain widowed. While close to one in fi ve 
widowers remarry, only one in 10 widows does so. 

 Many factors distinguish the experience of widow-
hood for men and for women. The greater “expectabil-
ity” of widowhood as a life course event for women 
frequently leads to a mental rehearsal or anticipation 
of circumstances associated with being “unattached” 
in later life. Considerable research has debated whether 
the loss of a spouse is more diffi cult for men than for 
women and about “who suffers more”, widowers or 
widows. Overall, there are striking similarities in the 
reported well-being of elderly widowed people. Re-
sources such as income, education, and freedom from 
limiting disability seem to advantage widowers, while 
widows benefi t from the support of close female 
friends and neighbours as well as adult children and 
having more “emotionally intimate” female friends 
(Connidis,  2010 ). 

 Loneliness is described as a major issue for both men 
and women. Financial resources are much more typi-
cally a concern for widows (Bernard & Li,  2006 ; C. Li, 
 2005 ), as they are far more likely than widowers to be 
poor in old age. Longitudinal Canadian data indicate 
that not only do widows’ incomes decline, but also 
more of them fall below the low-income threshold fol-
lowing widowhood. And while many widowers fare 
well fi nancially in widowhood, older widowers in the 
lowest income groups appear to be more affected eco-
nomically (Bernard & Li,  2006 ). 

 Overall, widowers report smaller support networks 
and less involvement with friends and family than 
widows do. In negotiating their social worlds, wid-
owers rely almost exclusively on themselves or their 
children. Many widows, by contrast, have much more 
extensive and diverse social networks. Overall, then, 
widowers appear comparatively disadvantaged in 
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their ties to family and in their domestic skills, but both 
these patterns may be cohort specifi c. 

 However, an emerging and very important line of re-
search moves away from this “gender-comparison” ap-
proach to considering gender variability in the experience 
of widowhood in later life, and instead examines issues 
of variability  within  gender. When applied to widower-
hood, for example, this approach anchors the analysis of 
men’s experiences of widowerhood in their own words, 
and without explicit reference to women’s experiences 
(van den Hoonaard,  2010 ). Using this approach, van den 
Hoonaard was able to identify how issues of masculinity 
framed much of men’s narratives about widowhood. She 
reported how feelings of competency in the completion 
of household tasks and issues involving sexuality are 
major areas of concern for widowers (perhaps, again, 
refl ecting cohort effects for older men in general). 

 In sum, the meaning and consequences of bereavement 
and widowhood for men and women under varying sets 
of circumstances are only beginning to be understood. 
Gender intersects with widowhood in complex ways 
that also refl ect the status of women in society, and the 
societal value and meaning (and rewards) of marriage. 
Much work remains to be done in exploring these issues.   

 Ethnocultural Diversity in the Experience of 
Widowhood 

 One of the most notable changes in the fi eld of widow-
hood research in the past two decades has been the ex-
amination of ethnocultural diversity in the experience 
of widowhood. Twenty years ago, little was known of 
experiences of widowhood in cross-cultural context 
beyond what Helena Znaniecka Lopata had identifi ed 
in her 1987 volume,  Widows: The Middle East, Asia and 
the Pacifi c,  a pioneering effort to advance the under-
standing of the role of widow outside Western culture 
(Martin Matthews,  1991 ). 

 Today, there is an emergent, rigorous research litera-
ture on the experiences of widowhood in international 
context. These studies, typically focused on women’s 
experiences of widowhood (although not necessarily 
in later life), highlight the relationship between the 
characteristics of widowhood and the status of women 
in society. As Lopata ( 1996 ) observed, “the location of a 
widow in the social structure in terms of social class 
and minority community is a major infl uence on these 
resources … [which] include her knowledge of what is 
available and how to reach her goals, plus – and this is an 
important plus – her self-concept” (p. 220). These studies 
also illustrate how variations from one society to another, 
and within societies, often refl ect social and cultural 
norms surrounding death, mourning, and remarriage. 
For example, widowhood in India is often described as 
a defi nitive and tragic moment in a woman’s life – one 

in which her identity is stripped away with the death of 
her husband (Mastey,  2009 ). Recent research has contrib-
uted to our understanding of international comparisons 
of women’s economic status following widowhood 
(Burkhauser, Giles, Lillard, & Schwarze,  2004 ), and of the 
experiences of widows in the Maltese Islands (Cutajar, 
 2000 ); of frailty among African-Caribbean widows (Mene-
ley,  1999 ); of widowhood in rural India (Chen,  2001 ); of 
issues of hope in bereavement for Chinese people in Hong 
Kong (Chow,  2010 ); of self-rated health (Krochalk, Li, & 
Chi,  2007 ) and depressive symptoms (L. Li,  2005 ) among 
widows in China; and of “mastery of bereavement and 
widowhood” among Korean women (Yoon,  1996 ). 

 Of particular relevance to the Canadian context, how-
ever, is the emergence of research on ethnocultural var-
iability in experiences of widowhood in this country. 
This enquiry refl ects substantial changes in the ethno-
cultural diversity of Canada over several decades. An 
estimated 30 percent of the Canadian population over 
the age of 65 was born outside Canada (although the 
majority have “aged in place” here). More particularly, 
between 1981 and 2001, the proportion of Canadian 
residents over the age of 65 who belong to a visible 
minority increased from two to seven per cent, with 
the largest number (39 % ) being Chinese (Turcotte & 
Schellenberg,  2006 ). In all, Chinese elders comprise 
about 10 per cent of the elderly population in Canada. 
Among persons 25 to 54 years of age, the proportion 
that belongs to a visible minority increased from fi ve to 
14 per cent, suggesting that issues of ethnocultural 
diversity will be salient in Canada for years to come. 

 When  Widowhood in Later Life  was written, it was gener-
ally assumed that widowed people in ethno-cultural 
communities benefi tted from more extended support 
networks and remained involved in those networks 
throughout their widowhood. This myth has largely now 
been disproven and is less the focus today. However, this 
body of research in Canada is modest, using small con-
venience samples, and is very much of a preliminary 
and pilot-testing nature. Interestingly, much of it is found 
in the more fugitive or “grey” literature of graduate 
theses in Canadian universities, as represented by the 
research on Hindu-Canadian widows (McArthur Lamb, 
 1999 ; Reinarz,  1999 ); Greek Canadian widows (Rosen-
baum, 1990 ); elderly Chinese immigrant women (Gee, 
 2000 ; Wang,  1997 ); and elderly Korean immigrant 
women (Yoon,  2008 ). 

 My own research, as well, has recently focused on is-
sues of ethnocultural diversity in widowhood. Rosen-
thal, Martin-Matthews, McDonald, and Chiu ( 2008 ) 
completed an exploratory study of Chinese widows. 
The project included a secondary, quantitative analysis 
of data from the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
(SLID) and a qualitative study of 10 older Chinese 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980811000201 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980811000201


348  Canadian Journal on Aging 30 (3) Anne Martin-Matthews

widows to explore their widowhood experiences. 
These women were recruited through a Chinese Com-
munity Services organization in Toronto; all were 
born in China, were community-dwelling, and had 
been widowed at least two years. The women in the 
study ranged in age from 70 to 88 years (median age, 
81 years), and they had resided in Canada an average 
of 15 years. 

 This pilot study reported fi ndings similar to those 
reported by Chan almost 30 years ago (Chan,  1983 ), 
with these women “immersing themselves in their 
culture but reducing their dependency on family… 
(p. 84)” (as cited in Martin Matthews,  1991 ). Although 
four of the 10 women lived with a child, their prefer-
ence was to live alone. An “ethic of independence” 
was evident in such comments as: “My daughter 
asked me to move to their place. I don’t want to move. 
I am used to living alone. I cook. I feel free” (Interview 
#7). Widowhood was also seen to bring some benefi ts, 
such as independence. When asked whether there 
were any positive changes in her life since being wid-
owed, one woman said: “Freedom. There is no one to 
restrict you” (Interview #2). 

 This small group of widows vigorously expressed their 
wish to be independent and not be a burden to their 
children, and to avoid asking for help from their chil-
dren. Nevertheless, adult children played an impor-
tant role at the onset of widowhood and thereafter. 
Several widows co-resided with children for a period 
of time after their husband’s death, before moving into 
an independent residence. 

 Loneliness was the most commonly described problem 
of widowhood, even for those who co-resided with 
family members: “You always feel like you have no 
one to talk to … my son and daughter-in-law … have 
to work. I feel very lonely because they are all very 
busy” (Interview #5). 

 Most widows reported having friends, although ties 
seemed somewhat superfi cial. There are a number of 
barriers to friendship and interaction with friends: 
older age (with its attendant losses of friends), immi-
gration in later life (leaving lifelong friends in the 
country of origin), distance from friends, and lack of 
transportation. 

 Overall, this small pilot study found some differences 
between Chinese widows and what the research litera-
ture describes for widows in general. They have 
smaller informal support networks, siblings are less 
prominent as sources of support than was found in 
other Canadian studies (Martin Matthews,  1991 ), and 
they seem to be less involved with friends. At this junc-
ture, we cannot assess the extent to which these pat-
terns refl ect their status as late-life immigrants to 

Canada (rather than ethnic Chinese cultural identity in 
widowhood per se). The study fi ndings suggest that 
sharing a household with children is not a bulwark 
against loneliness, and that even shared households 
can be lonely places. The preference for independent 
living is also found in the wider population of older 
adults and in that sense is not surprising. It does, 
however, run counter to the popular stereotype of 
the “enviable” multigenerational household that is more 
commonly found in immigrant groups than in the 
overall population. Finally, the lives of the widows in 
this study were generally family-centered, with the 
women taking great pride in their children’s and 
grandchildren’s accomplishments and fi nding meaning 
in life through their families (Rosenthal et al.,  2008 ). 

 While studies of ethnocultural diversity among Canadian 
widowed men and women as yet remain small and 
quite exploratory, they nevertheless refl ect progress 
over 20 years ago when I lamented the lack of “system-
atic studies of widowed members of minority ethnic 
groups” (Martin Matthews,  1991 , p. 109).   

 Other Sources of Variability 

 It is important to recognize that many of these “sources 
of variability” intersect and interact and must not be 
viewed in isolation one from the other. Many issues 
already discussed both relate to and are infl uenced by 
such societal trends as birth rates, societal and cultural 
norms regarding employment opportunities and la-
bour force participation of women, and policies related 
to public and private pensions. These in turn impact 
socioeconomic status and fi nancial resources. 

 Even in countries of the “developed” world, life expec-
tancy and average age at widowhood can vary widely 
across gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic statuses. 
For men, but less so for women, there is a strong corre-
lation between wealth and low morbidity (illness) and 
mortality rates. Men with higher incomes and high ed-
ucational attainment live longer, healthier lives than 
low-income, poorly educated men. As a consequence, 
the experience of a surviving spouse, whether male or 
female, can be vastly different in widowhood, espe-
cially in relation to fi nancial security (Burkhauser et al., 
 2004 ; Connidis,  2010 ). 

 Another source of variability may be the housing envi-
ronment, an issue examined in detail in  Widowhood in 
Later Life . An increasing number of widowed persons 
live alone, many of them residing in the same commu-
nity and the same housing unit for many years (Bess, 
 1999 ). Long residential tenure, often for reasons of sen-
timental attachment to home as well as inertia at the 
prospect of relocation, may confi ne widowed men and 
women to a home inappropriate for their needs and to 
a neighbourhood no longer providing a supportive 
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environment. When relocation fi nally comes for those 
widowed in later life, it may be into an institutional 
setting. Although comparatively few elderly people 
are institutionalized, widowed individuals are propor-
tionally overrepresented among those who seek insti-
tutional care in later life (Noël-Miller,  2010 ). 

 While it is beyond the scope of this article to consider a 
broad spectrum of factors that contribute to the vari-
ability of widowhood, two developments are impor-
tant in the Canadian context and warrant mention 
here: the enactment of the Civil Marriage Act, and the 
Widowed Spousal Allowance. 

 On July 20, 2005, Canada became the fourth country in 
the world and the fi rst country in North America to 
legalize same-sex marriage nationwide with the enact-
ment of the Civil Marriage Act. By then, an estimated 
3,000 same-sex couples had already married, as a result 
of provincial court decisions that had legalized such 
marriages in jurisdictions across the country, starting 
in 2003. Most legal benefi ts commonly associated with 
marriage had been extended to cohabiting same-sex 
couples since 1999. Although our understandings of 
widowhood following long-term same-sex unions 
and marriages remain somewhat limited (Bonanno, 
Moskowitz, Papa, & Folkman,  2005 ; Whipple,  2006 ), 
there is a fairly large literature on gay male bereave-
ment, especially as a result of HIV/AIDS. Numerous 
studies indicate that same-sex partners (whether mar-
ried or not), and opposite-sex partners who were not 
married, often experience what has been termed “dis-
enfranchised grief”, wherein “the death of a partner is 
complicated by the general denial by society of their 
right to grieve” (Springer & Lease,  2000 , p. 300; see also 
Connidis,  2010 ). Green and Grant ( 2008 ) further argued 
that sexuality per se is not a direct predictor of disen-
franchised grief, but rather that “marginalization and 
stigmatization owing to sexuality, poverty of social sup-
port and ritual are signifi cant” (p. 294). 

 In 1985, Canada changed the provisions of its Old Age 
Security Act to allow for benefi ts for widowed persons 
aged 60 to 64 years with low incomes, enabling them to 
“bridge the gap” until these people become eligible for 
the OAS pension. Since 2000, changes to the legislation 
have made same-sex common-law partners eligible for 
the Widowed Spousal Allowance. The fact that widows 
or widowers are eligible, but single, separated, or 
divorced persons with the same low income are not 
eligible, has been claimed as discrimination based on 
marital status (Martin Matthews,  1991 ;   http :// www .
 servicecanada . gc . ca / eng / isp / pub / oas / allowancesur
v3 . shtml  ). This legislation, however, has been upheld 
following legal challenge under the provisions of Canada’s 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It is noteworthy that 
for the Widows Allowance, “fewer than half of those 

eligible are in receipt. Every year thousands of Canadians 
lose benefi ts by not applying” (  www . shillington . ca /
 seniors / federal_programs . htm  ).   

  5.   Summary and Conclusions 
 I have here considered continuities and changes in the 
experience of widowhood as well as the conceptual 
and methodological advances that have shaped wid-
owhood research over the past two decades. 

 Although widowhood is still an expectable life event 
(for, by late old age, most elderly people, and women 
in particular, will be widowed), the length of the pe-
riod of widowhood is considerably shorter than it was 
when I described “Widowhood as an Expectable Life 
Event” (1987a). Its prominence as a status that defi nes 
much of old age is far less than it used to be. But if in-
deed “many current myths concerning widows are old 
age myths” (Lopata,  1996 , p. 212), this may well in-
crease rather than decrease in the future. 

 Research on the implications of old age for the experi-
ence of widowhood will therefore continue to be es-
sential. This article has indicated the advances made 
over several decades in focusing the lens of widow-
hood research specifi cally on  elderly  widowed persons 
(through the work of Bennett, Bonanno, Chambers, 
Davidson, Feldman, Lund, van den Hoonaard, and 
Wortman, among others). Conceptual approaches that 
frame research questions in terms of the life course 
have substantially advanced our understanding of 
widowhood in later life. Combined with in-depth 
qualitative analyses, studies have focused on the nar-
rative accounts of older widowed women and chal-
lenged the dominant public narrative of misery and 
decline, pointing instead to a complexity of experience 
that is rooted in personal biography and in female 
and male life course experiences, rather than in later-
life widowhood itself. The concept of resilience is 
contributing to a new understanding of bereavement 
outcomes. 

 In the past, most studies of widowhood did not in-
clude comparison groups of those who have not 
experienced the loss of their spouse, or of those who 
had experienced other kinds of loss. As a result, con-
clusions that any observed patterns were, in fact, due 
exclusively to widowhood were questionable. Pro-
spective research designs now enable us to address 
this limitation. 

 Likely refl ecting these conceptual and methodological 
advances, widowhood research has expanded our un-
derstanding of adaptation, social support, of the gen-
dered nature of widowhood and issues of ethnocultural 
variability of widowhood as both status and process. A 
burgeoning literature examining the gendered nature 
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of widowhood and its ethnocultural framing (and 
points of intersection between the two) exists today, 
whereas 20 years ago little was known beyond select 
comparisons. 

 There is much potential in these lines of enquiry. As 
Connidis ( 2010 , citing Carr,  2004 ) has noted,

  gender variations in the response to widowhood 
refl ect socially structured gender relations that are 
reproduced in traditional marriage. Apparently in-
dividual responses to being widowed are linked to 
the nature of the lost relationship and the broader 
institutional and structural arrangements in which it 
was embedded. (p. 108).  

  A next requisite step in widowhood research is a fo-
cused examination of the links between the insights 
gained from narrative accounts and these broader soci-
etal, institutional and structural arrangements. Cham-
bers ( 2005 ) provided a solid beginning to such framing 
and analysis. 

 Since biblical times, accounts of the plight of the wid-
owed have evoked powerful images of women at their 
most vulnerable and in greatest need. Widowhood has 
become an especially seminal concept, refl ecting and 
infl uencing our thinking about old people in general, 
and old women in particular (Martin-Matthews,  1999 ). 
Recent prominent autobiographical accounts (Didion, 
 2007 ; Oates,  2011 ) and reviews of them in the popular 
media (Botsford Fraser, 2011; McLaren, 2011) refl ect 
this seminality. As well, literature in the humanities 
suggests new directions for understanding connec-
tions between gender and widowhood. For example, 
Clark ( 2009 ) argued that understandings of the social 
identity of the widow and of widowhood as a life cycle 
category facilitate “a historiography of widowhood 
that offers not only an investigation of the social and 
economic activities of individual widows, but also of 
the cultural meaning of widowhood itself” (p. 190).  

 Into the Future 

 That foreseeable changes in Canadian society and in 
health and social forces will impact the experience of 
widowhood in later life is undeniable. With the aging 
of the baby boom generation, Canada – like many na-
tions worldwide – is predicted to experience a “rising 
tide” of Alzheimer’s disease and related dementias 
(Alzheimer Society of Canada,  2010 ). Connidis ( 2010 ) 
has noted that seeing someone through dementia also 
alters the quality of the marital relationship so that a 
partner’s death may feel like a relief. Rosenthal and 
Dawson ( 1991 ) have developed the concept of “quasi-
widowhood” to describe the experiences of women 
and men separated from their spouses through institu-
tionalization. One can but speculate about how the ex-
perience of widowhood will be framed if sizeable 

numbers of people are widowed following years of 
dementia in their spouse (as chronicled in Bayley’s 
[ 1999 ] searing account of the illness and death of his 
wife, Iris Murdoch), or separated by institutionalization. 

 Although, as noted earlier, there have been advances 
in understanding how health decrements infl uence the 
experience of widowhood, there is more to be done in 
this area. As Lund ( 1989 ) has noted, many old people 
experience the death of their spouse against a back-
drop of other age-related changes such as chronic ill-
ness, disability, and diminished physical and cognitive 
capacities. Chambers ( 2005 ) has alerted us to the pit-
falls of confounding understanding of widowhood 
with understandings of physical changes and frailty in 
later life. 

 One of the constant themes in research on old age for 
those in ill health is the question of “who will care for 
them”. It is worth noting that this, too, is an area where 
the structural potential of kin availability will change 
in Canada over time. At the start of this decade, more 
than a third of elderly persons aged 65 to 74 years of 
age (35 % ) had four or more children (still living) – they, 
of course, being the parents of the baby boom genera-
tion. This compares to only 11 per cent of younger 
adults aged 45 to 54 years having four or more living 
children (Turcotte & Schellenberg,  2006 ). These fi gures 
have implications for the availability of adult children 
to provide care to an older widowed parent (even if 
geographically proximate and able to do so). 

 International and comparative understandings of wid-
owhood will become increasing priorities both as the 
population worldwide ages, and as international mi-
gration results in large diasporas of elderly people 
aging and widowed in foreign lands. As Lopata ( 1996 ) 
has noted, in many societies “the worst thing that can 
happen to a wife in widowhood is a drop in status and 
being controlled by often indifferent or hostile others 
(p. 217)”. Ethnic and cultural differences mediate the 
experience of bereavement, not only in terms of age 
and pension poverty. But, Lopata added,

  in America, the strongest effect appears to be a per-
sonal one. It is personal not only in the loss and mod-
ifi cation of personally built resources in marriage but 
also in the emotional loss of what was probably the 
most signifi cant other in her life. (p. 217)  

  We will need to understand the nature of widowhood 
when these two contrasting understandings come to 
co-exist, through migration and cultural assimilation – 
as they inevitably have and will. 

 It is appropriate to conclude with the insights of Hel-
ena Znaniecka Lopata. Earlier, I noted how, in her fi nal 
writing on a topic that had been a dominant focus of her 
career, Lopata observed how much more “complicated 
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and varied” was the picture of widowhood than that 
understood or recognized when she fi rst started 
writing on this topic 40 years ago. This is certainly my 
perception also as I look back over the 20 years since 
the publication of  Widowhood in Later Life . The meaning 
of widowhood as a defi ning characteristic of most wom-
en’s later years will change again in the next 20 years. 
As a category defi ning access to benefi ts and services 
in Canada (as it now does), will widowhood continue 
to have utility? 

 This analysis has established that the fi eld of widow-
hood research is changing in terms of the research ques-
tions, theories, methods, and relevant societal and policy 
issues driving our enquiries. And it must continue to do 
so. For surely, today’s widowed elderly people have 
characteristics – in terms of social roles, norms, values 
and expectations; availability of family members; labour 
force participation and history; education; access to 
health and social services; health, wealth and fi nancial 
resources – that are quite different from the attributes of 
the elderly widows and widowers of tomorrow.      

 Notes 
     1     It is a challenging task to take the subject matter of an entire 

book and, within the spatial constraints of a journal article, 
attempt to examine change and advances in a fi eld of en-
quiry over two decades. In order to compensate for the 
necessary skimming-the-surface of some important topics, 
I have provided an extensive, current reference list for the 
interested reader. Recent Canadian research is emphasized.    
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