
Walden University Walden University 

ScholarWorks ScholarWorks 

Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection 

9-4-2025 

Navigating Grief in the Digital Age: A Phenomenological Study of Navigating Grief in the Digital Age: A Phenomenological Study of 

Young Widows Using Instagram for Support and Connection Young Widows Using Instagram for Support and Connection 

Mariah Jasmine Sandoval 
Walden University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations 

 Part of the Clinical Psychology Commons 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection at ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies by an 
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu. 

http://www.waldenu.edu/
http://www.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F18391&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/406?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F18391&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu


 

 

 
  
  
 

 

Walden University 
 
 
 

College of Allied Health 
 
 
 
 

This is to certify that the doctoral dissertation by 
 
 

Mariah Sandoval 
 
 

has been found to be complete and satisfactory in all respects,  
and that any and all revisions required by  
the review committee have been made. 

 
Review Committee 

Dr. Magy Martin, Committee Chairperson, Psychology Faculty 
Dr. Leslie Barnes-Young, Committee Member, Psychology Faculty 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Chief Academic Officer and Provost 
Sue Subocz, Ph.D. 

 
 
 

Walden University 
2025 

 
 

 



 

 

Abstract 

Navigating Grief in the Digital Age: A Phenomenological Study of Young Widows 

Using Instagram for Support and Connection 

by 

Mariah Sandoval 

 

MA, Walden University, 2010 

BS, San Diego State University, 2005 

 

 

Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Clinical Psychology 

 

 

Walden University 

November 2025 



 

 

Abstract 

This qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of young widows 

who use Instagram for grief support following the death of a spouse. Young widows 

often face disenfranchised grief and limited access to traditional support systems, which 

can impede emotional processing and identity reconstruction. Grounded in Continuing 

Bonds Theory, which posits that ongoing connections with the deceased can be adaptive, 

the study examined how Instagram facilitates or complicates grief by enabling emotional 

expression, maintaining bonds, and fostering engagement with a community of shared 

loss. The central research question asked: How do young widows describe their 

experiences using Instagram for grief support following the death of a spouse? In-depth 

interviews were conducted with nine participants recruited through grief-related online 

communities, and data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify patterns and 

meanings in their narratives. Findings indicated that Instagram functioned as a valuable 

virtual space for expressing grief, receiving emotional validation, and building communal 

support, yet also introduced challenges such as emotional fatigue and the psychological 

burden of prolonged exposure to grief-related content. The study concludes that 

Instagram can serve as a meaningful support tool for young widows, though mindful 

engagement is essential to mitigate potential harms. Implications for positive social 

change include informing the creation of inclusive, accessible, and digitally responsive 

grief support services, thereby enhancing access to mental health resources for bereaved 

individuals. Recommendations for future research include longitudinal studies and 

examination of how specific Instagram features shape the grieving experience. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

This study explores the lived experiences of young widows who engage in 

widowhood communities on Instagram. Spousal loss is a profoundly transformative and 

often traumatic experience affecting an individual’s psychological health, financial 

stability, parenting responsibilities, and emotional resilience. For young widows, defined 

as those under the age of 45, the challenges of widowhood are compounded by social 

isolation, economic instability, and the absence of age-appropriate grief support systems 

(Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). Many traditional bereavement resources, 

such as in-person grief groups and counseling services, are designed for older widows, 

leaving younger widows to navigate their grief with limited guidance. Given these 

barriers, young widows increasingly turn to social media platforms like Instagram as 

alternative spaces for connection, validation, and coping. Unlike traditional support 

systems, Instagram is used as an interactive, visually driven environment where widows 

can share their grief narratives, engage in digital memorialization, and build communities 

with others facing similar experiences. 

The use of Instagram in bereavement reflects broader shifts in contemporary 

mourning practices, where grief is increasingly expressed and processed in digital spaces. 

Social media presents both benefits and challenges for young widows. It fosters social 

support, provides access to peer validation, and enables ongoing connections with the 

deceased. However, it also introduces risks such as performative grief, prolonged 

emotional exposure, and algorithm-driven resurfacing of memories. While some research 



2 

 

has explored digital mourning and online grief communities, limited studies have 

examined how young widows specifically use Instagram to navigate their grief, 

reconstruct their identity, and adapt to life after loss. Understanding these experiences is 

crucial for expanding grief support strategies and recognizing the impact of digital 

platforms on bereavement processes in modern society. 

This chapter introduces the study’s background, problem statement, purpose 

statement, research questions, theoretical framework, assumptions, scope, delimitations, 

limitations, and significance. By examining these foundational elements, the chapter 

establishes the context for exploring young widows’ engagement with Instagram as a 

grief support tool, providing insights into how digital widowhood communities shape 

coping strategies, emotional well-being, and identity reconstruction. 

Background 

The loss of a spouse significantly impacts various aspects of life, including 

identity, social roles, financial stability, parenting responsibilities, and mental health (Den 

Elzen & Lengelle, 2023; Wehrman, 2023). For young widows, those under the age of 45, 

the challenges of widowhood are often compounded by the abrupt and unexpected nature 

of their loss, which disrupts personal and professional trajectories (Chami & Pooley, 

2021; Jones et al., 2019). Unlike older widows, who may have established social and 

financial stability, young widows frequently face increased isolation, economic hardship, 

and limited access to grief resources tailored to their specific needs (Klaus, 2021). The 

demands of single parenthood, career adjustments, and redefining their future without 

their spouse further complicate the grieving process. Studies indicate that younger 
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widows experience higher rates of depression, role confusion, and difficulty reintegrating 

into social circles compared to their older counterparts (Johnsen & Afgun, 2021; Taylor 

& Robinson, 2016). While social support plays a crucial role in mitigating grief-related 

distress, many young widows find that traditional support groups and counseling services 

cater primarily to older adults, leaving them without adequate guidance on how to 

navigate their unique experiences (Vos Den Ouden et al., 2023). 

In response to these challenges, young widows increasingly turn to social media 

platforms, particularly Instagram, as alternative spaces for grief support. Digital grief 

communities offer opportunities for connection, validation, and meaning making, 

allowing widows to share their grief narratives, receive social support, and maintain 

continuing bonds with their deceased spouses (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Rajabi, 2024). 

Unlike structured in-person grief groups, social media provides an asynchronous and 

visually driven medium that facilitates engagement on personal terms, enabling widows 

to express their emotions through imagery, captions, and communal interactions. 

Instagram’s algorithmic memory resurfacing and digital storytelling features further 

shape how widows process their grief, contributing to evolving mourning practices in 

digital spaces. However, while these platforms offer support and validation, they also 

introduce potential risks, such as prolonged grief engagement, emotional overexposure, 

and performative mourning (Buehler & Youngvorst, 2022; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). The 

blurred boundaries between personal mourning and public grief expression on social 

media may complicate the grieving process, reinforcing comparisons between grief 
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trajectories and creating unintended emotional triggers through automated memory 

prompts. 

Despite the growing prevalence of digital grief communities, existing research on 

bereavement in online spaces primarily focuses on older widows or general grief 

experiences, leaving young widows’ unique psychosocial and identity-related challenges 

understudied. While scholars have examined digital mourning practices and continuing 

bonds (CB) theory in online memorialization (Klass et al., 1996; Spiti et al., 2022), there 

is a lack of understanding about how young widows specifically utilize Instagram as a 

grief support tool. Given that young widowhood is marked by heightened vulnerability to 

social isolation, identity shifts, and psychological distress, further research is needed to 

understand how Instagram’s affordances, such as image-based storytelling, interactive 

grief communities, and algorithmic memory resurfacing, impact grief adaptation and 

emotional well-being. This study addresses these gaps by exploring how young widows 

navigate loss, reconstruct their identities, and seek social support through Instagram, 

contributing to the broader discourse on digital bereavement practices and the evolving 

role of social media in grief processing. Given the evolving role of digital platforms in 

bereavement, it is essential to examine how young widows engage with Instagram to 

meet their emotional and social needs. This leads to the central problem addressed in this 

study, the lack of research exploring the unique experiences of young widows navigating 

grief through Instagram-based communities. 
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Problem Statement 

Despite the increasing prevalence of digital mourning spaces, existing research 

tends to focus on general bereavement experiences (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 

2023; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022) or the experiences of older widows, with limited attention 

to the unique realities faced by young widows in these digital environments (Chami & 

Pooley, 2021; Taylor & Robinson, 2016). This gap underscores the need to examine how 

young widows engage with platforms like Instagram to navigate grief and rebuild 

identity. While previous studies have examined how social networking sites (SNS) 

facilitate communal grieving, memory preservation, and emotional validation (Beaunoyer 

et al., 2020; Rajabi, 2024), few have specifically explored how young widows engage 

with Instagram to process grief, sustain continuing bonds, and reconstruct their identity 

following spousal loss. Young widows face distinct psychosocial challenges, including 

heightened social isolation, financial instability, and difficulties in accessing traditional 

grief support systems tailored to their needs (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). 

Given these factors, Instagram has emerged as an alternative grief support platform 

where widows can share their loss narratives, connect with peers, and participate in 

interactive mourning practices. However, the psychological and social implications of 

engaging in digital widowhood communities remain understudied. 

One critical gap in the literature is the lack of research on how Instagram’s grief-

specific features—such as algorithmic memory resurfacing, digital storytelling, and 

performative grief- affect young widows’ coping processes. While CB theory (Klass et 

al., 1996) suggests that maintaining connections with a deceased loved one can facilitate 
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grief adaptation, the extent to which Instagram supports or complicates this process 

remains unclear. The platform’s interactive nature may foster emotional healing by 

providing communal support and shared mourning experiences. However, it may also 

contribute to maladaptive grief behaviors, such as excessive digital memorialization, 

prolonged rumination, and social comparison within widowhood communities (Buehler 

& Youngvorst, 2022; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). Furthermore, the role of public mourning 

on Instagram raises questions about how young widows balance authentic grief 

expression with the pressures of online engagement, influencing their emotional well-

being and identity reconstruction. 

This study addresses these gaps by exploring the lived experiences of young 

widows who use Instagram as a grief support tool. Through a phenomenological 

approach, the study seeks to understand how young widows adapt to loss, engage in 

digital grief practices, and construct their post-loss identities within Instagram 

communities. By examining the benefits and limitations of Instagram’s role in 

bereavement, this research contributes to the growing discourse on digital grief support, 

offering insights into how social media shapes contemporary mourning practices. 

Findings from this study may also inform the development of digital grief interventions, 

guiding mental health professionals in integrating social media-based support into 

bereavement care for young widows. 

Purpose of the Study 

This qualitative phenomenological study aims to examine the lived experiences of 

young widows using Instagram as a grief support tool, focusing on how digital 
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bereavement communities influence grief adaptation, identity reconstruction, and 

emotional well-being. Specifically, this study explores how Instagram’s features can 

facilitate or complicate coping strategies by enabling social support, fostering continuing 

bonds with the deceased, and shaping self-narratives through digital storytelling and 

communal engagement. Given the increasing reliance on social media for grief 

processing, this research addresses gaps in the digital bereavement literature by 

investigating how platform-specific features, such as memory resurfacing, interactive 

mourning practices, and public grief expression, affect the psychological and social 

adjustment of young widows. 

Research Question 

What are the lived experiences of young widows using Instagram as a tool for 

grief support? 

Theoretical Framework for the Study 

The theoretical foundation for this study is the CB theory, developed by Klass et 

al. (1996). CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) challenges traditional grief models that 

emphasize detachment from the deceased as necessary for healthy adjustment. Instead, 

CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) proposes that maintaining an ongoing, evolving emotional 

connection with the deceased is a natural and adaptive part of the grieving process. These 

continuing bonds may take various forms, such as internal dialogues, shared rituals, or 

public expressions of remembrance, and are shaped by individual circumstances, cultural 

background, and personal meaning-making. 
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CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) posits that grief adaptation does not necessitate 

detachment from the deceased but rather an ongoing reconstruction of the relationship 

through personal meaning-making and social practices. This study examines how young 

widows utilize Instagram to sustain these connections through digital memorialization 

and shared expressions of grief. Through personalized content such as photos, captions, 

stories, and interactive community support, widows use Instagram to express their grief, 

share memories, and maintain a sense of ongoing relational presence in their daily lives. 

In this digital context, grief is not confined to private spaces. However, it becomes a 

shared experience within online widowhood communities, where social validation and 

collective support may further facilitate adaptive coping. 

As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) has 

been increasingly applied to modern grief practices, particularly in digital environments 

where individuals utilize technology to preserve and interact with memories of the 

deceased. This study extends the application of CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) by 

exploring how Instagram’s platform features support the continuation of bonds in a 

public yet personalized format, offering insights into how young widows navigate loss 

and meaning making in the digital age. 

Nature of the Study 

The nature of this study is qualitative, using a phenomenological research design 

to explore the lived experiences of young widows who use Instagram as a source of grief 

support. Phenomenology is an appropriate methodological approach for this study, as it 

seeks to understand the meaning participants assign to their experiences by capturing 
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their firsthand perspectives (Wertz, 2023). This study focuses on widows under the age of 

45 who experienced spousal loss within the past 5 years and actively engage with 

Instagram to support their grieving process. Through in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews, the study explores how participants use Instagram, the emotional and 

cognitive processes involved in their grief journeys, and their perceptions of the 

platform’s role in providing support and facilitating coping. 

Phenomenological inquiry is particularly well-suited for examining grief in digital 

contexts, as it prioritizes understanding the essence of personal experience and the 

meanings individuals construct through their interactions with others (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). This approach enables the study to center on the voices of young widows, offering 

rich and nuanced insights into how social media fosters connection and facilitates 

adaptive coping. It helps build virtual communities of shared loss (Altınsoy, 2023). By 

focusing on participants’ lived experiences, this design contributes to a deeper 

understanding of how digital platforms, such as Instagram, influence contemporary grief 

practices and how they may supplement or enhance traditional grief support methods. 

Definitions 

Adaptive coping: Adaptive coping includes strategies like meaning-making, 

seeking support, and emotional expression, which Instagram may facilitate (Beaunoyer et 

al., 2020; Lundorff et al., 2019; Tweed & Tweed, 2011). 

Algorithmic influence: Algorithmic influence is how social media platforms, such 

as Instagram, use artificial intelligence and machine learning to curate and prioritize 

content based on user engagement patterns (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 
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Algorithmic memory resurfacing: Algorithmic memory resurfacing is a social 

media function that automatically brings past posts, images, or interactions into a user’s 

feed, often as “memories” (Spiti et al., 2022). 

Disenfranchised grief: Disenfranchised grief occurs when loss is unrecognized or 

unsupported by society, often leaving young widows isolated (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022; 

Logan et al., 2018;).  

Grief work: Grief work involves actively processing loss by integrating memories, 

emotions, and life changes into an ongoing self-narrative (Ennis & Majid, 2021; Klass et 

al., 1996; Rajabi, 2024). 

Online social support: Online social support refers to emotional, informational, 

and communal assistance through digital grief networks, such as Instagram widowhood 

communities (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 2023; Vos Den Ouden et al., 2023). 

Mourning 2.0: Mourning 2.0 refers to digital grieving through social media 

features like hashtags, memory resurfacing, and interactive memorials (Holmgren, 2023; 

Lipp & O’Brien, 2022; Spiti et al., 2022). 

Social support: Social support encompasses emotional, informational, and 

instrumental assistance provided by peers, family, and communities, contributing to 

psychological resilience in grief adaptation (McCullough et al., 2023). 

Performative grief: Performative grief describes mourning expressions influenced 

by social validation and audience engagement, particularly on public digital platforms 

(Lipp & O’Brien, 2022; Marín-Cortés et al., 2023; Spiti et al., 2022).  
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Young widow: A young widow is an individual under 50 who has lost a spouse 

and faces distinct challenges in identity, parenting, and grief support (Chami & Pooley, 

2021; Jones et al., 2019; Taylor & Robinson, 2016). 

Assumptions 

Several foundational assumptions guide this study. First, Instagram is often 

assumed to be a meaningful grief support platform, providing young widows with a space 

for community, connection, and emotional processing that may supplement or replace 

traditional grief support systems (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 2023). Given the 

increasing role of social media in contemporary bereavement practices, it is assumed that 

participants actively engage with Instagram for grief-related purposes rather than 

passively consuming content. Their posts, comments, and interactions are presumed to 

reflect genuine coping efforts rather than solely performative grief behaviors (Lipp & 

O’Brien, 2022; Spiti et al., 2022). It is important to note that performative grief refers to 

mourning expressions shaped by social engagement on public platforms, which may 

serve both adaptive (community validation) and maladaptive (social comparison) 

functions (Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). 

Second, the study assumes that participants will be honest and reflective during 

interviews, allowing for the collection of data that accurately represents their experiences 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The validity of the findings relies on participants’ authentic 

disclosures, particularly in discussing the benefits and limitations of using Instagram for 

grief processing. 
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Third, the phenomenological approach assumes that subjective lived experiences 

provide insight into young widows’ grief adaptation and identity reconstruction 

(Moustakas, 1994; Wertz, 2023). By capturing individual experiences, this study aims to 

identify patterns and shared themes that contribute to a deeper understanding of digital 

mourning. The study also assumes that grief is an individual and social process shaped by 

interactions with both offline and online communities (Akinyemi & Hassett, 2023; 

Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). 

Fourth, it is assumed that cultural and personal contexts influence grief 

experiences; yet commonalities will emerge regarding how young widows utilize 

Instagram for bereavement support (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). Instagram’s unique visual 

storytelling, interactive engagement, and digital memory preservation affordances are 

assumed to facilitate specialized grief support, offering tools that enhance emotional 

expression and community validation (Holmgren, 2023; Rajabi, 2024). 

Finally, this study also assumes that saturation in the literature has been achieved 

regarding theoretical and empirical discussions on young widowhood, digital mourning, 

and continuing bonds on social media. The literature review incorporated a systematic 

search across multiple databases, ensuring theoretical depth and methodological breadth 

supporting the study’s research purpose (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). However, as digital grief 

practices evolve, future research may further refine platform-specific insights into 

mourning behaviors. 

This study assumes that social media provides a legitimate space for grief support 

and identity reconstruction among young widows (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 
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2023). Because phenomenology relies on subjective accounts, it is assumed that 

participants will provide reflective and candid responses regarding their use of Instagram 

(Wertz, 2023). The study further assumes that digital grief engagement represents an 

active coping mechanism rather than solely performative behavior (Spiti et al., 2022). 

These assumptions align with the study’s phenomenological approach to uncover 

participants’ lived experiences and the meanings they construct within digital grief 

communities. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This study investigates how young widows use Instagram for grief support and 

social connection. While considering digital grieving practices, the analysis does not 

extend to offline support systems such as therapy, family support, or in-person 

bereavement groups. The target population includes individuals under the age of 45 who 

have lost their spouse within the last five years and actively engage with Instagram for 

grief-related purposes (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). The 5-year post-loss 

time was selected because prior research suggests that this period involves the most 

significant identity shifts, continued grief processing, and engagement with grief-related 

communities (Taylor & Robinson, 2016). Beyond 5 years, social reintegration patterns 

and coping mechanisms often stabilize, reducing the likelihood of Instagram’s active role 

in grief support (Jones et al., 2019). This time ensures that participants are still in an 

active phase of digital grief engagement, making their experiences relevant to the study’s 

purpose. The study explores how Instagram’s unique features, such as visual narratives, 
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hashtags, digital tributes, and community engagement, facilitate or complicate grief 

adaptation (Holmgren, 2023; Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). 

A phenomenological approach is employed to capture the lived experiences of 

young widows, providing nuanced narratives of how emotional validation, social support, 

and continuing bonds with the deceased are expressed and experienced through their 

interactions on Instagram (Akinyemi & Hassett, 2023; Klass et al., 1996). This study 

explicitly investigates how platform-specific affordances, such as memorialization, grief 

hashtags, and interactive comments, shape identity reconstruction and coping 

mechanisms (Wehrman, 2021). 

Several delimitations define the scope of the study. The focus is exclusively on 

Instagram, excluding other social networking platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, or 

TikTok, which may offer different grief support experiences (Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). 

The study is limited to young widows, thereby excluding older widows and individuals 

who have experienced diverse types of loss, such as parental or sibling loss (Vos Den 

Ouden et al., 2023). It adopts a cross-sectional approach, examining current experiences 

rather than longitudinal grief trajectories, and uses a qualitative methodology that 

prioritizes rich, descriptive narratives over quantitative measures of grief processing 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). 

While this study centers on Instagram-based grief support, it does not extensively 

examine offline support systems, such as family, friends, or therapy, nor does it focus on 

clinical grief interventions. Additionally, although participants may come from diverse 

cultural backgrounds, the study does not conduct a cross-cultural grief analysis; instead, it 
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explores shared themes among young widows using Instagram (Marín-Cortés et al., 

2023). The study does not capture long-term changes in grief adaptation, as it employs a 

cross-sectional rather than longitudinal design. Furthermore, the participant sample may 

not reflect the experiences of widows who engage in grief processing outside of 

Instagram, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. 

Limitations 

Several limitations may affect this study. First, self-selection bias may influence 

the participant pool, as individuals who choose to participate are more comfortable 

discussing their grief in a digital space. This may result in a sample that is more engaged 

with Instagram than the general widow population, potentially skewing the findings 

toward those who find social media a beneficial grief outlet (Akinyemi & Hassett, 2023; 

Holmgren, 2023). 

Second, the study’s focus on young widows under 45 who have lost their spouses 

within the past 5 years limits generalizability to older widows or those experiencing loss 

at different life stages. Grief processes can vary significantly based on age, life 

responsibilities, and relationship dynamics, which this study does not fully address (Jones 

et al., 2019; Wehrman, 2021). 

Additionally, the exclusive focus on Instagram excludes insights from other 

digital grief platforms that may offer structured or alternative grief support experiences 

(Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). While Facebook groups, for instance, are known for 

structured mourning communities and digital memorialization practices (Akinyemi & 
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Hassett, 2023), Instagram’s visual and interactive features may create different grief 

trajectories that have yet to be fully explored in research. 

Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported data introduces potential memory and 

social desirability bias, as participants may unintentionally alter their recollections or 

present their grief experiences in ways that align with perceived social norms (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021). The study’s cross-sectional design provides a snapshot of participants’ 

current grief experiences but does not capture how their coping strategies evolve. 

Finally, this literature review used multiple databases and iterative search 

processes to ensure theoretical and empirical saturation (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). While 

digital grief research continues to evolve, this study has incorporated a range of 

interdisciplinary sources to provide a comprehensive synthesis of young widowhood and 

social media-based mourning. 

Significance 

This study is significant in its contributions to clinical practice, theoretical 

development, and social change. By examining how young widows use Instagram for 

grief support, the study offers valuable insights into how social media can complement 

traditional grief practices. The findings highlight the potential for integrating social media 

into mental health strategies to address the unique needs of young widows. As traditional 

grief support approaches become less applicable to modern contexts, understanding 

Instagram’s role in grief support provides a framework for blending digital and in-person 

strategies. 



17 

 

The study also contributes to CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) by examining how 

widows utilize Instagram to sustain ongoing relationships with their deceased spouses 

through digital storytelling, memory sharing, and communal rituals. CB theory (Klass et 

al., 1996) offers a relevant framework for understanding how young widows sustain and 

redefine their connection to a deceased spouse through Instagram. 

Moreover, this research raises awareness about the challenges young widows 

face, a demographic comprising only 7% of the widow population (Taylor & Robinson, 

2016). By documenting how individuals use Instagram for connection and healing, the 

study challenges stereotypes, reduces stigma, and validates social media as a legitimate 

tool for grief support. These findings can inform practitioners, social media developers, 

and society in creating empathetic, supportive environments for grieving individuals. 

The study empowers young widows to consider digital communities viable 

sources of support, offering them inclusive and accessible spaces for grief processing, 

meaning-making, and resilience-building in a digitally connected world. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 has outlined the study’s purpose, problem statement, significance, and 

theoretical foundation. These elements establish the framework for exploring the lived 

experiences of young widows using Instagram as a grief support tool. This chapter also 

defined the study’s assumptions, scope, limitations, and delimitations, providing clear 

boundaries for a focused and transparent exploration of this topic. 

By examining the experiences of young widows in digital spaces, the study aims 

to deepen our understanding of grief support in the modern era and highlight Instagram’s 
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potential to foster adaptive coping strategies. Chapter 2 will review the relevant literature 

on grief theories, social support mechanisms, and digital mental health practices, 

contextualizing the study within existing research and identifying gaps this study seeks to 

address. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

This phenomenological study explores the lived experiences of young widows 

who use Instagram as a platform for grief support following the loss of a spouse. Spousal 

loss disrupts multiple dimensions of life, including identity, social roles, financial 

stability, and psychological well-being (Den Elzen & Lengelle, 2023; Wehrman, 2023). 

Young widows, defined as individuals under the age of 50, experience unique challenges 

such as social isolation, financial strain, and difficulties accessing age-appropriate grief 

support (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). Research indicates that young 

widows often struggle with the dual burden of grieving while adjusting to shifting social 

and familial roles (Taylor & Robinson, 2016). Traditional grief support services usually 

cater to older populations, leaving young widows underserved in their bereavement needs 

(Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 2023). As a result, many individuals turn to online 

spaces like Instagram to access peer validation, share experiences, and receive ongoing 

grief support (Taylor & Robinson, 2016).  

This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the literature informing this 

study. The Literature Search Strategy section details the databases, search terms, and 

methods used to identify relevant research. The theoretical foundation discusses the CB 

theory (Klass et al., 1996) as the guiding framework, highlighting its relevance to digital 

mourning practices. The Literature Review Related to Key Concepts synthesizes existing 

research on grief, widowhood, and the role of social media in bereavement support. 
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Finally, the Summary and Conclusions highlight key themes and identify gaps this study 

aims to address, setting the stage for the methodology described in Chapter 3. 

Literature Search Strategy 

Key search terms included combinations of the following: young widow, 

widowhood, spousal loss, grief in young adults, bereavement, grief support, bereavement 

support, grief therapy, continuing bonds, adaptive grieving, grief counseling, social 

media grief support, Instagram grief, digital grief support, online grieving communities, 

social networking sites and grief, adaptive coping, coping with loss, resilience in grief, 

and post-traumatic growth. Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to refine search 

results and create precise combinations of these terms. A complete list of search terms 

and combinations is provided in the appendix. 

The search process began broadly, using general terms such as “grief” and 

“widowhood” to locate foundational research on bereavement. As relevant studies were 

identified, the search was refined to focus on more specific aspects of young widowhood 

and digital grief practices. For example, searches such as “young widow AND Instagram 

AND grief support” were conducted within PsycINFO and Google Scholar to locate 

current studies on digital coping strategies. PubMed was targeted to identify health-

related consequences of spousal loss, while Sociological Abstracts was searched to find 

studies on social support networks in widowhood. The search terms were adjusted 

throughout the process based on emerging themes and gaps identified in the literature. 

In areas with limited research, particularly regarding young widows using 

Instagram for grief support, the search was expanded to include dissertations, conference 
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proceedings, and gray literature when available. However, minimal unpublished research 

was found on this specific population and topic. To address this gap, a review of broader 

studies on digital grief practices and online bereavement support informed the study’s 

context. Reference chaining was also used to identify additional sources by reviewing the 

bibliographies of key articles. This process enabled the inclusion of interdisciplinary 

research, which contributed to understanding the intersection of widowhood, grief, and 

digital spaces, even in areas where direct empirical studies were scarce. 

This review incorporated an exhaustive search of multidisciplinary databases, 

ensuring theoretical and methodological depth. Literature saturation was achieved 

through reference chaining, cross-disciplinary reviews, and an iterative search process, 

ensuring that significant themes, theoretical perspectives, and empirical studies were 

comprehensively addressed (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). 

Continuing Bonds (CB) Theory 

The theoretical foundation for this study is the CB theory, developed by Klass et 

al. (1996). CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) emerged as a response to traditional grief 

models, such as Freud’s (1917) grief work hypothesis, which posited that adaptive 

mourning necessitated detachment from the deceased to redirect emotional energy 

elsewhere. In contrast, CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) proposes that maintaining an 

emotional, symbolic, or ongoing relational connection with the deceased is a natural, 

adaptive, and lifelong part of bereavement. CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) asserts that 

rather than seeking closure, the grieving process involves integrating the loss into the 

survivor’s evolving identity through internal dialogue, storytelling, symbolic rituals, and 
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maintaining shared meanings (Klass et al., 1996). Assumptions central to CB theory 

(Klass et al., 1996) include the idea that bonds with the deceased are not pathological if 

they support adaptation and that these bonds can evolve, influenced by individual, 

cultural, and social contexts. 

CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) has been widely applied to modern grief studies, 

particularly in examining how individuals sustain relationships with deceased loved ones 

through private rituals and communal expressions (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). Prior research 

has explored CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) in various contexts, including narrative 

writing (Den Elzen & Lengelle, 2023), memorialization practices (Irwin, 2015), and 

adaptive meaning-making in bereavement (Martínez-Esquivel et al., 2025). Increasingly, 

CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) has been applied to digital grief practices, where SNS, 

such as Instagram, provide platforms for maintaining continuing bonds through shared 

photos, commemorative posts, and online communities. Digital grief research suggests 

that these platforms facilitate ongoing public mourning, emotional validation, and shared 

identity reconstruction, particularly for individuals navigating disenfranchised grief 

(Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Rajabi, 2024).  

Mourning 2.0 highlights how digital spaces allow individuals to sustain bonds 

with the deceased through communal grieving and digital memorialization (Spiti et al., 

2022). This aligns with CB theory’s (Klass et al., 1996) assertion that bonds with the 

deceased can evolve through culturally and socially mediated expressions of grief. CB 

theory (Klass et al., 1996) posits that individuals incorporate the deceased into their 

evolving self-narrative, influencing emotional and psychological adaptation. Research 
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has expanded this theory to examine how widowhood affects physical health outcomes, 

suggesting that maintaining bonds can buffer against deteriorating well-being (Majid & 

Ennis, 2022). Moreover, widows undergo significant shifts in self-concept, aligning with 

CB theory’s (Klass et al., 1996) premise that grief involves reconstructing identity with 

the deceased (Montpetit et al., 2010). 

CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) is particularly appropriate for this study, as the 

research focuses on young widows who use Instagram to manage grief and maintain 

emotional connections with their deceased spouses (Holmgren, 2023). The application of 

CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) in this context supports exploring how digital platforms 

facilitate or challenge adaptive grief processes. Instagram features include visual 

storytelling, comment interactions, and algorithmic memory resurfacing, enabling 

ongoing bonds while posing potential risks for maladaptive grief behaviors, such as 

intrusive rumination and performative mourning (Holmgren, 2023; Lipp & O’Brien, 

2022). This study extends CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) by examining how the features 

of Instagram can facilitate or complicate young widows’ continuing bonds through digital 

mourning. 

The research question in this study is grounded in the CB theory (Klass et al., 

1996). It explores how young widows’ use of Instagram relates to the maintenance of 

continuing bonds, the reconstruction of identity after spousal loss, and the influence of 

digital community validation on the grieving process. By investigating these experiences 

using a phenomenological approach, this study contributes to CB theory (Klass et al., 

1996) by expanding its application to contemporary, technology-mediated grieving 



24 

 

practices, revealing both the adaptive potential and limitations of social media in 

bereavement. Given the deeply personal nature of bereavement, phenomenology offers a 

methodological advantage by centering participants’ lived experiences and subjective 

meaning-making (Moustakas, 1994; Wertz, 2023). Unlike quantitative methods that 

quantify grief patterns, phenomenology captures the nuances of grief expression and the 

role of digital spaces in identity reconstruction, making it particularly well-suited for this 

study (Altınsoy, 2023) 

This study expands traditional grief paradigms by emphasizing the role of 

ongoing bonds in digital mourning. It offers new insights into how online spaces like 

Instagram are reshaping modern mourning, particularly for populations with limited age-

appropriate support, such as young widows. Building on this theoretical foundation, this 

study examines how Instagram enables young widows to sustain continuing bonds and 

reconfigure their post-loss identity in an interactive digital environment. 

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts 

Introduction 

Grief, widowhood, and SNS are increasingly interconnected domains within 

bereavement research, as technological and societal shifts redefine how individuals 

process and express loss. For young widows, spousal loss profoundly disrupts identity, 

social roles, and emotional well-being, often in the absence of adequate traditional grief 

support systems (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). Recent systematic reviews 

emphasize the complex adjustment processes specific to young widowhood, including 

identity reconstruction, narrative meaning-making, and renegotiation of social belonging 
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(Anderson et al., 2023). Additionally, young widows often experience disenfranchised 

grief, where their loss is unrecognized or minimized by social norms, increasing the 

urgency for alternative spaces of validation (Barros-Lane et al., 2025). 

Given these gaps, digital platforms such as Instagram have emerged as integral 

spaces for grief practices, offering opportunities for meaning-making, peer support, and 

maintaining continuing bonds with deceased loved ones (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; 

Holmgren, 2023). These digital communities facilitate self-expression and solidarity, 

allowing young widows to share evolving narratives of loss and identity (Mathew et al., 

2023). Grounded in phenomenological methodology (Altınsoy, 2023; Wertz, 2023), this 

study explores the lived experiences of young widows who use Instagram for 

bereavement support, with a focus on identity reconstruction and communal validation. 

Grief in Young Widowhood: Psychological and Social Dimensions 

Grief is a multidimensional process that manifests emotionally, cognitively, and 

socially (Johnsen & Afgun, 2021; Kochen et al., 2023). Young widows frequently 

experience intensified grief reactions due to the sudden and often traumatic nature of 

spousal loss, which disrupts anticipated life milestones and future trajectories (Jones et 

al., 2019; Kristiansen et al., 2019; Taylor & Robinson, 2016). Haase and Johnston (2012) 

emphasize that meaning making is central to adapting to young widowhood, as 

individuals seek to reconstruct coherence in their disrupted life narratives. Some widows 

achieve post-traumatic growth (PTG) through active meaning-making and supportive 

networks (Altınsoy, 2023; Pereira et al., 2024), while others experience prolonged grief 
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disorder, exacerbated by avoidance behaviors and intrusive rumination (Nagy & 

Szamosközi, 2014; Smith et al., 2024). 

The psychological impact of widowhood is notably acute in younger populations, 

with heightened depressive symptoms and role confusion as widows renegotiate career 

responsibilities, plans, and social roles (Anderson et al., 2023; Blanchard et al., 1976). 

Longitudinal studies underscore that the mental health effects of spousal loss persist well 

beyond the initial bereavement period, reinforcing the necessity of sustained support 

systems (Burns et al., 2015). Cognitive disruptions such as impaired concentration and 

memory further complicate grief, particularly when adaptive coping mechanisms are 

limited (Harris et al., 2015). Cognitive-behavioral models emphasize the integration of 

loss into one’s self-concept and worldview as critical for adjustment (Johnsen & Afgun, 

2021; Park et al., 2021). 

Social support consistently emerges as a protective factor in the adaptation to 

grief (Logan et al., 2018; Richardson, 2016). Both in-person and digital peer networks 

help young widows manage emotional distress and regain a sense of stability (Kokou-

Kpolou et al., 2022; McCullough et al., 2023). However, as Barros-Lane et al. (2025) 

argue, young widows frequently encounter disenfranchised grief, where their mourning is 

marginalized or misunderstood, intensifying feelings of isolation and prompting the 

search for more empathetic, peer-based communities. 

Identity Reconstruction and Social Support in Widowhood  

Spousal loss forces young widows to reconstruct their sense of identity, social 

belonging, and emotional landscape (Den Elzen & Lengelle, 2023; Taylor & Robinson, 
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2016; Wehrman, 2023). Unlike older widows, younger widows often confront a 

fragmented identity, as they balance professional ambitions, evolving social roles, and the 

reconstruction of a future previously envisioned alongside their spouse (Taylor & 

Robinson, 2016). The renegotiation of social networks becomes essential, as some 

relationships dissolve due to discomfort or inadequate support, while new connections 

form to address emerging emotional needs (Huisman & Lemke, 2022; Vos Den Ouden et 

al., 2023). 

Research reveals that widows who proactively engage in peer support experience 

lower rates of prolonged grief disorder, yet age-appropriate, accessible resources remain 

scarce through traditional avenues (Caserta et al., 2014). As a result, many young widows 

turn to digital platforms for community-based validation of their grief (Holmgren, 2023; 

Taylor & Robinson, 2016). Huisman and Lemke (2022) emphasize the importance of 

social support in friendships following spousal loss, while acknowledging that 

conventional support systems may fall short in providing meaningful validation for mid-

life or younger widows. This highlights the need for alternative networks, such as 

Instagram, to reinforce their role. 

Vos Den Ouden et al. (2023) further described a dual pattern of social withdrawal 

and active support-seeking among widows. Digital communities enable young widows to 

mitigate the social isolation that can result from relational ruptures in offline spaces. 

Mathew et al. (2023) underscored that living with loss is a continuous narrative process; 

platforms like Instagram facilitate ongoing engagement in this process by allowing for 
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the sharing of personal narratives and community support, which are vital for 

reconstructing meaning and identity after loss.  

Digital Mourning: Social Networking Sites and Grief Expression  

SNS have transformed contemporary bereavement practices by providing 

communal and accessible spaces for grief expression and support (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; 

Irwin, 2015). Instagram, with its emphasis on visual storytelling and interactive 

community features, is particularly suited to the grief work of young widows. Digital 

spaces create compassionate environments where grief is publicly acknowledged, 

validated, and collectively processed (Ummel et al., 2022). These platforms also 

counteract disenfranchised grief by providing widows with opportunities to share 

memories, receive emotional support, and build continuing bonds with the deceased 

(Barros-Lane et al., 2025; Buehler & Youngvorst, 2022; Murrell et al., 2023).  

However, the benefits of digital mourning spaces are not without complications. 

Ummel et al. (2022) found that while digital communities offer bereavement recognition, 

they may also foster social comparison, emotional overexposure, and unrealistic grief 

expectations. Similarly, Lipp and O’Brien (2022) cautioned that these spaces can 

perpetuate prolonged rumination or encourage performative grief, contributing to 

emotional exhaustion. Spiti et al. (2022) further argued that the algorithmic features of 

platforms like Instagram, such as the resurfacing of memories, can unexpectedly prolong 

mourning by reintroducing emotional triggers.  

Sociocultural factors also shape digital grief experiences. Bijou and Colen (2022) 

highlighted that Black widows may navigate additional layers of disenfranchised grief 
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due to cultural expectations surrounding strength and resilience. Access disparities based 

on socioeconomic status and digital literacy also influence participation in online grief 

communities (Rajabi, 2024). These dynamics highlight the importance of further research 

into how diverse demographic groups interact with Instagram widowhood communities 

and the specific ways platform design influences grief expression and coping. 

The Role of Instagram in Continuing Bonds and Identity Reconstruction 

Instagram enables young widows to share grief narratives, maintain symbolic 

bonds with deceased spouses, and access peer support through visually driven, interactive 

content (Holmgren, 2023; Marín-Cortés et al., 2023). Bard and Rodrigues (2024) 

emphasized that widowhood profoundly disrupts life trajectories, necessitating new forms 

of meaning-making. Instagram’s visual storytelling features empower widows to 

document their evolving grief journeys, integrate their loss into a coherent narrative, and 

cultivate a sense of belonging within a community of shared experience (Rajabi, 2024). 

Mathew et al. (2023) highlighted that constructing a narrative of ongoing life with 

loss is essential to adaptation. Instagram’s affordances — combining visual expression, 

community interaction, and personal reflection — enable young widows to engage in this 

crucial narrative work. Haase and Johnston (2012) similarly underscored the role of 

meaning-making in adapting to young widowhood, a process that platforms like 

Instagram facilitate by offering spaces for reflection and communal validation. 

Despite these benefits, concerns remain about the potential for Instagram to 

reinforce unhealthy grief trajectories. Algorithmic memory resurfacing can prolong 

engagement with loss, while frequent exposure to curated grief narratives may skew 
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perceptions of normative grieving (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022; Spiti et al., 2022). 

Nevertheless, the platform’s unique blend of community support and personal 

storytelling provides a promising context for exploring the complex interplay between 

grief, identity, and digital engagement. Through a phenomenological approach, this study 

seeks to capture the nuanced meanings young widows construct within Instagram 

communities (Wertz, 2023).  

Table 1 provides a synthesis of key themes, platforms, and findings across the 

grief-related literature. While previous research has provided valuable insights into social 

support, identity reconstruction, and digital mourning practices, it remains fragmented, 

primarily across different platforms and populations. Notably, the experiences of young 

widows using Instagram for bereavement support are underexplored, particularly 

regarding identity development and meaning making. 

Table 1 

Summary of Key Themes, Platforms, and Findings Across Grief-Related Literature 

Author(s) 
& year Key theme(s) Platform(s) Key findings Key theme(s) 

Anderson 
et al. 
(2023) 

Adjustment 
processes in 
young 
widowhood 

General 
(Multiple 
studies in 
review) 

Identified challenges 
of identity 
reconstruction, 
meaning-making, and 
social support in 
younger widows; 
called for more 
research on diverse 
coping mechanisms. 

Adjustment 
processes in 
young 
widowhood 

Barros-
Lane et al. 
(2025) 

Disenfranchised 
grief in young 
widowhood 

General/offline 

Highlighted societal 
marginalization of 
young widows’ grief 
and the need for peer 

Disenfranchised 
grief in young 
widowhood 
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Author(s) 
& year Key theme(s) Platform(s) Key findings Key theme(s) 

validation outside 
traditional support 
systems. 

Beaunoyer 
et al. 
(2020) 

Digital mourning 
practices 

Social 
networking 
sites broadly 

Demonstrated how 
SNS creates accessible 
spaces for communal 
grieving and 
maintaining 
continuing bonds. 

Digital mourning 
practices 

Haase and 
Johnston 
(2012) 

Meaning-making 
and narrative 
reconstruction 

General/offline 

Emphasized 
storytelling as a 
coping mechanism in 
young widowhood, 
facilitating personal 
growth and 
adaptation. 

Meaning-making 
and narrative 
reconstruction 

Holmgren 
(2023) 

Digital 
widowhood 
communities 

Instagram 

Identified Instagram 
as a space for 
solidarity, grief 
validation, and 
ongoing narrative 
construction among 
young widows. 

Digital 
widowhood 
communities 

Huisman 
and Lemke 
(2022) 

Friendship and 
social support 
after spousal loss 

Offline 

Explored the 
limitations of 
traditional friendship 
networks in providing 
adequate support for 
mid-life and younger 
widows. 

Friendship and 
social support 
after spousal loss 

 

Gap in the Literature 

While existing research has explored bereavement support and digital mourning 

broadly, platform-specific studies focusing on young widows remain scarce (Marín-

Cortés et al., 2023; Rajabi, 2024). Prior investigations have emphasized general online 
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mourning practices or the experiences of older widows, leaving a critical gap in 

understanding how young widows engage with Instagram’s distinct features — such as 

visual storytelling, algorithmic memory resurfacing, and peer support communities, to 

navigate grief and reconstruct identity (Anderson et al., 2023; Taylor & Robinson, 2016). 

Furthermore, while offline support networks and friendship dynamics have been explored 

(Huisman & Lemke, 2022), there is limited research on how digital relationships function 

as parallel or alternative sources of grief support. By examining how young widows 

utilize Instagram to process grief and establish supportive connections, this study expands 

the literature on digital mourning practices. It advances our understanding of how social 

media intersects with identity development and emotional well-being following the loss 

of a spouse. 

Summary and Conclusions 

This literature review has synthesized contemporary research on young 

widowhood, grief adaptation, and digital mourning practices, emphasizing themes of 

identity reconstruction, meaning-making, peer validation, and the evolving role of SNS in 

bereavement support. Studies consistently illustrate that young widows face unique 

challenges in reconstructing their sense of self following spousal loss, often in the 

absence of age-appropriate and culturally sensitive support networks. Research highlights 

the prevalence of disenfranchised grief among young widows, wherein societal norms 

and relational dynamics minimize or marginalize their mourning processes (Anderson et 

al., 2023; Barros-Lane et al., 2025). 
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Digital communities have emerged as vital spaces for navigating these 

complexities, offering young widows’ opportunities to share grief narratives, seek 

solidarity, and reconstruct identity within supportive peer networks (Holmgren, 2023; 

Mathew et al., 2023). Table 1 summarizes key themes, platforms, and findings across the 

grief-related literature, underscoring the breadth of current scholarship while highlighting 

notable gaps. Despite growing interest in digital mourning, existing research remains 

fragmented and lacks platform-specific exploration of grief expression and adaptation, 

particularly within the context of Instagram widowhood communities. 

This study addresses this gap by applying CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) to 

examine how young widows engage Instagram’s unique features—such as algorithmic 

memory resurfacing, visual storytelling, and interactive community engagement—to 

navigate ongoing connections with the deceased and reconstruct their identities. By 

focusing on a population that has received limited empirical attention, this research 

advances the understanding of digital bereavement practices. It contributes to the 

evolving discourse on grief and social media. Insights from this study may inform the 

design of more empathetic digital spaces that better support individuals in their identity 

reconstruction and meaning-making journeys during grieving. 

Chapter 3 will present the methodological framework for this research, including 

participant selection criteria, data collection procedures, and the application of thematic 

analysis, ensuring a rigorous phenomenological exploration of young widows’ lived 

experiences within Instagram grief communities. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Introduction 

As highlighted in the literature review, young widows face profound challenges in 

navigating grief, identity reconstruction, and social reintegration following the loss of a 

spouse. Traditional grief support systems often fail to meet the specific needs of this 

population, leading many young widows to seek alternative forms of connection and 

meaning making through SNS such as Instagram (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 

2019). Although research has explored the role of online grief communities broadly, 

significant gaps remain regarding how Instagram’s unique features support or hinder 

adaptive coping, identity development, and the maintenance of continuing bonds (Marín-

Cortés et al., 2023; Rajabi, 2024). The study addressed these gaps by examining the lived 

experiences of young widows who use Instagram as part of their grief process. 

This chapter outlines the research design and methodology used to explore how 

young widows engage with Instagram for bereavement support. The chapter includes 

detailed descriptions of the research tradition, rationale for the chosen methodology, 

participant selection criteria, data collection procedures, and the data analysis plan. 

Ethical considerations and strategies to ensure trustworthiness and credibility are also 

addressed. This methodological framework establishes the foundation for generating 

meaningful, rigorous insights into how young widows use Instagram to navigate grief and 

reconstruct their identities after loss. 
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Research Design and Rationale 

The research question guides this study: RQ: What are the lived experiences of 

young widows using Instagram as a tool for grief support? This inquiry centers on 

understanding how young widows engage with Instagram as part of their bereavement 

process, exploring how they utilize the platform for emotional expression, meaning 

making, and connection with others following the death of a spouse. The central 

phenomenon of this study is the role Instagram plays in the grief journeys of young 

widows, how they use digital spaces to share their stories, receive support, and sustain 

ongoing bonds with their deceased partners. Existing research suggests that digital 

platforms like Instagram can provide accessible avenues for community, validation, and 

symbolic remembrance (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Irwin, 2015), but there is limited 

knowledge on how these interactions specifically shape the grief experiences of young 

widows. Given the unique social and emotional challenges faced by young widows, such 

as identity disruption, social isolation, and limited access to age-appropriate support 

(Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019), it is essential to examine how digital 

environments might fulfill or complicate their needs for connection and coping. 

A phenomenological research design is appropriate for this study as it prioritizes 

participants’ perspectives, allowing for an in-depth exploration of how young widows 

interpret and engage with Instagram for grief support (Gaudet & Robert, 2018; Wertz, 

2023). This approach is particularly relevant for understanding the subjective and 

cognitive dimensions of loss in digital spaces. Grief is an intensely individualized and 

socially shaped experience (Martínez-Esquivel et al., 2025), and phenomenology 
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provides a framework for examining how young widows navigate the evolving norms of 

public mourning and community support in digital contexts. In Western cultures, grief is 

often expected to be a private and personal experience. However, social media platforms 

like Instagram offer opportunities for public expression, storytelling, and forming 

continuing bonds with the deceased (Rothaupt & Becker, 2007), making this 

methodological approach particularly relevant. 

Phenomenology is an appropriate approach for this study, as it prioritizes the 

subjective lived experiences of participants, allowing for an in-depth exploration of grief 

expression, social validation, and continuing bonds in digital spaces (Moustakas, 1994; 

Wertz, 2023). This approach identifies shared themes while preserving individual 

meaning-making processes, making it well-suited for examining the intersection of social 

media and bereavement. Unlike other qualitative approaches focusing on theory 

development or life story reconstruction, phenomenology seeks to capture the essence of 

individual experiences in their purest form (Wertz, 2023). Unlike grounded theory, which 

seeks to generate theory, phenomenology prioritizes understanding the essence of lived 

experiences. Given the deeply personal and individualized nature of digital bereavement, 

a phenomenological approach ensures that the study remains participant-centered, 

allowing for nuanced interpretations of grief adaptation in digital spaces. 

This study will expand existing research by examining how young widows 

engage with Instagram’s platform-specific features, such as visual storytelling, hashtags, 

and interactive comments for grief support (Holmgren, 2023; Rajabi, 2024). The study 

will provide insights into how the platform is utilized in the processing of mourning, 
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identity reconstruction, and ongoing bonds within contemporary grief practices, through 

semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis. These findings can inform clinical 

interventions, online support strategies, and future research on the evolving role of digital 

platforms in facilitating or hindering adaptive grief. 

Role of the Researcher 

In this phenomenological study, the researcher will assume an observer-

participant role, engaging actively with participants during semi-structured interviews 

while primarily observing and documenting their lived experiences. This approach 

facilitates open, in-depth conversations about grief and Instagram use while ensuring that 

participants’ narratives remain central to the research process (Burkholder, 2020; 

Davidson & Letherby, 2019). The observer-participant role fosters a respectful and 

emotionally attuned environment, encouraging participants to share the complexity of 

their experiences while minimizing the interviewer’s influence on the content or 

direction. 

The researcher holds a personal connection to the study topic, having also 

experienced young widowhood and using Instagram for grief expression. This insider 

perspective presents both benefits and challenges. On one hand, the shared lived 

experience may enhance rapport, build trust, and foster a sense of psychological safety, 

which can contribute to more authentic and meaningful dialogue during interviews. On 

the other hand, it introduces potential bias that must be addressed to maintain 

methodological rigor. 
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To manage this dual positionality, bracketing will be implemented throughout the 

study. Before data collection, pre-research bracketing will involve documenting existing 

assumptions and personal reflections on grief and digital mourning to clarify potential 

biases. During interviews, active bracketing will be maintained by emphasizing neutral, 

non-leading prompts and centering the participant’s voice. In the data analysis phase, an 

independent qualitative researcher will cross-check coding decisions to ensure that 

emergent themes are grounded in participants’ narratives rather than influenced by 

researcher expectations (Altınsoy, 2023; Moustakas, 1994; Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Reflexivity was sustained through consistent journaling, self-monitoring, and 

ongoing consultation with academic mentors. These practices helped maintain a clear 

distinction between my individual experiences and their analytical role (Ravitch & Carl, 

2021). Participants were selected to avoid any preexisting personal or professional 

relationships, thereby reducing risks related to familiarity and ensuring the integrity of 

the researcher–participant dynamic. 

Ethical considerations will be prioritized due to the emotionally sensitive nature 

of discussing spousal loss. All participants provided informed consent and will be fully 

informed of their rights, including the option to withdraw at any point without penalty. 

To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms were used, and all identifying information was 

removed from transcripts and final reports (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Participants also 

received a list of mental health and grief support resources before and after their 

interview (Appendix D). No incentives were offered, minimizing the potential for 
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coercion. This study was not conducted within my workplace or in any setting where I 

hold authority, thereby avoiding power imbalances. 

The researcher’s role extended into data analysis, involving phenomenological 

coding methods such as horizontalization and treating all participant statements equally 

to identify essential themes (Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña, 2021). Member checking also 

enhanced credibility, allowing participants to verify the accuracy and authenticity of 

interview summaries and interpretations. 

Through structured reflexivity, ethical rigor, and the thoughtful management of 

insider knowledge, I strove to honor participants’ experiences while contributing 

meaningful insights into how young widows use Instagram as a tool for grief support, 

identity reconstruction, and digital connection. 

Methodology 

Participant Selection Logic 

The target population for this study included young widows between the ages of 

20 and 45 who have experienced the death of a spouse or partner within the past five 

years and actively use Instagram as part of their grief support process. This study 

excluded individuals who lost a spouse more than 5 years ago to focus on widows still 

actively engaging in digital mourning. Prior studies indicate that the use of Instagram for 

grief has declined over time (Taylor & Robinson, 2016). However, this exclusion may 

limit insights into long-term disengagement from grief communities, which future 

research could explore to gain a deeper understanding of this phenomenon. This 

population was selected based on the understanding that younger widows encounter 
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distinct developmental, social, and emotional challenges compared to older widows, 

including identity reconstruction, parenting responsibilities, career development, and 

limited peer support (Chami & Pooley, 2021; Jones et al., 2019). 

As a widely used platform among this demographic, Instagram includes features 

that offer an accessible space for grief expression and support (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; 

Holmgren, 2023). The five-year post-loss timeframe was selected based on prior research 

indicating that young widows often experience the most significant identity shifts and 

grief-related social media engagement within this period (Taylor & Robinson, 2016). 

Beyond five years, widows may be less likely to rely on Instagram as a primary source of 

grief support, leading to differing patterns of digital engagement (Jones et al., 2019). This 

time ensured the study captured participants who were actively integrating social media 

into their grief process. 

Purposive sampling was used to intentionally select participants who have directly 

experienced the phenomenon under investigation, consistent with qualitative 

phenomenological research design (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The inclusion criteria were: 

(a) self-identification as a widow who lost a spouse or partner within the last 5 years; (b) 

current age between 20 and 45 years; (c) active use of Instagram for grief-related 

purposes, such as sharing personal grief posts, following grief support accounts, or 

engaging in online widowhood communities; and (d) fluency in English. Exclusion 

criteria included those who do not actively use Instagram with their grief or those whose 

spousal loss occurred more than 5 years ago. 
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Eligibility was verified through a pre-interview demographic questionnaire, 

confirming that participants met the inclusion criteria (Appendix B). Recruitment 

occurred through Instagram widowhood communities, public pages, and grief support 

groups. The researcher created a standardized recruitment post outlining the study’s 

purpose, participation criteria, and contact information (Appendix A). Interested 

individuals responded via direct message and completed the eligibility screening. 

A sample of 9 participants was used, in line with recommendations for 

phenomenological studies where rich, in-depth narratives are prioritized over large 

sample sizes (Wertz, 2023). Saturation was assessed iteratively after Interviews 4, 6, and 

9. It was determined based on (a) the recurrence of key themes across multiple 

participants, (b) the diminishing emergence of novel insights in new interviews, and (c) 

the confirmation of saturation through iterative coding checks. After 9 interviews, new 

themes did not emerge, and additional interviews were deemed unnecessary (Sebele-

Mpofu, 2020).  

If saturation had occurred earlier, data collection would have concluded at that 

point. If new themes continued to emerge after interviewing 10 participants, data 

collection would have been extended until saturation was achieved. However, given the 

subjective and deeply personal nature of grief, individual experiences may offer unique 

nuances, so saturation was balanced with an awareness of participant-specific 

perspectives (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020).  

If fewer than eight participants had been recruited after two months of purposive 

sampling, snowball sampling would have been implemented. Participants who met 
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eligibility criteria would have been invited to share the study details with others who 

could have qualified, maintaining voluntary participation and ensuring that recruitment 

did not involve coercion or pressure (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data collection was 

conducted through semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to narrate their 

engagement with Instagram in ways that best reflected their grieving process. The 

following section outlines the interview protocol used to elicit these experiences. 

Instrumentation and Pilot Study Procedures 

In this qualitative study, the primary instrument for data collection was the 

researcher, who conducted semi-structured interviews to explore the lived experiences of 

young widows using Instagram as a grief support tool (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). A 

researcher-developed interview guide ensured alignment with the central research 

question and promoted consistency across interviews. The guide was informed by current 

literature on grief, digital mourning, identity reconstruction, and phenomenological 

interviewing practices (Holmgren, 2023; Klass et al., 1996; Saldaña, 2021; Wertz, 2023). 

The interview protocol began with general grief-related questions to establish 

rapport and context before transitioning to platform-specific questions focused on 

Instagram use. For example, participants were first asked, “Can you describe how your 

grief process has evolved since your loss?” followed by, “Can you walk me through a 

time when you used Instagram to express your grief?” This structure provided a 

comprehensive understanding of grief adaptation and identity reconstruction, while 

situating Instagram engagement within the broader context of bereavement experience 

(Den Elzen & Lengelle, 2023; Martínez-Esquivel et al., 2025; Wehrman, 2023). 
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To assess the clarity, flow, and emotional appropriateness of the interview guide, 

a pilot study was conducted with two individuals who did not meet the study’s inclusion 

criteria. These individuals were professional acquaintances and were not included in the 

final study sample. Recruitment for the pilot occurred informally through professional 

networks, and participation was voluntary. The pilot interviews will evaluate the timing, 

sequencing, and effectiveness of the interview prompts and identify any logistical 

concerns related to the data collection process. 

Feedback from the pilot study informed revisions to improve question wording 

and structure. For instance, closed or leading prompts, such as “Did Instagram help you 

feel supported?” were revised to open-ended alternatives like “In what ways, if any, has 

Instagram helped you feel supported?” to encourage more authentic and detailed 

responses. Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (Approval #05-20-25-

0167303), the refined interview guide was used in the main study to conduct interviews 

with eligible participants. The pilot study will enhance methodological rigor by 

supporting the validity, feasibility, and appropriateness of the data collection procedures. 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Recruitment occurred exclusively through Instagram, targeting public widowhood 

pages, grief support groups, and personal networks within the platform. The recruitment 

post included details about the study, eligibility requirements, and assurances of 

confidentiality and voluntary participation (Appendix A). Interested participants were 

directed to complete a pre-screening demographic survey to confirm eligibility 

(Appendix B). 
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Upon confirmation of eligibility, participants will receive an informed consent 

form explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, confidentiality safeguards, and their 

rights as participants, including the right to withdraw at any time. After obtaining 

consent, interviews were scheduled at the participant’s convenience and conducted via a 

secure video conferencing platform. 

Data collection consisted of one semi-structured interview per participant. 

Interviews were recorded with participant permission and transcribed for analysis. Field 

notes documenting non-verbal cues, emotional expressions, and contextual details 

supplemented interview transcripts. Participants had the opportunity to review and verify 

the accuracy of their interview transcripts as part of the member-checking process. 

After the interview, participants received a list of mental health and grief support 

resources (Appendix D). No further follow-up interviews were planned unless 

clarification of transcript content was required. 

Data Analysis Plan 

The data analysis followed a descriptive phenomenological framework to identify 

the essence of participants’ lived experiences with Instagram as a grief support tool 

(Wertz, 2023). The study focused on participants’ interview data, supported by field 

notes, while prioritizing reflexivity and bracketing to manage researcher bias. After the 

initial transcript review, open coding was conducted using NVivo. Codes were generated 

inductively from participant responses rather than predetermined categories (Saldaña, 

2021). 
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The analysis began with data preparation, where audio recordings were 

transcribed verbatim. Field notes and reflexive journal entries were reviewed alongside 

transcripts to provide context and support a deeper understanding of each participant’s 

experience. Bracketing was employed to set aside the researcher’s assumptions and 

biases about grief, widowhood, and social media through ongoing reflective practice, 

ensuring that participant narratives guided the analysis. 

Descriptive coding identified significant statements from interview transcripts, 

focusing on participants’ concrete expressions and experiences related to Instagram use 

in grief support. This method involved assigning labels to summarize data segments, 

capturing the essential topic of a passage in the participants’ own words (Saldaña, 2021). 

Through essence synthesis, these codes were organized into meaning units and grouped 

into emergent themes that reflect shared experiences, such as coping strategies, 

community engagement, and identity reconstruction. 

Data saturation was assessed continuously during thematic development to 

determine the appropriate point for concluding data collection (Naeem et al., 2024). In 

qualitative research, saturation is reached when no new themes, categories, or insights 

emerge from additional data, indicating that the phenomenon has been sufficiently 

explored (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). This threshold marked the point at which further 

interviews became redundant. Given the nuanced nature of grief and the diversity of 

digital mourning practices, saturation in this study was evaluated with both thematic 

redundancy and the richness of experiential detail. Member checking and iterative coding 



46 

 

supported the verification of emerging themes, ensuring that the final dataset adequately 

represents the range and depth of participants’ perspectives (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). 

The next stage will involve essence synthesis, where themes were integrated to 

describe what participants experienced (textural descriptions) and how they experienced 

it (structural descriptions). This process culminated in a statement of the overall essence 

of young widows’ use of Instagram in their grief journeys. To enhance rigor, 

transparency, and efficiency in the data analysis process, this study employed NVivo, a 

qualitative data analysis software. The software assisted in coding, categorizing themes, 

and visualizing relationships within the data. The software allowed systematic data 

organization, ensuring consistency in thematic analysis and reducing the risk of 

researcher bias.  

Validation was achieved through member checking, where a subset of participants 

reviewed and confirmed the accuracy of the identified themes and interpretations. 

Additionally, treatment of discrepant cases was incorporated to ensure multiple 

perspectives are represented. Participant experiences significantly differing from 

emerging themes were coded separately and examined for patterns. If a discrepant case 

challenges a significant theme, additional data review was conducted to reassess the 

coding framework. 

An external qualitative research expert conducted an independent coding review 

to further enhance the dependability of the findings. This expert assessed a subset of 

transcripts and coding frameworks to ensure that themes were consistently applied and 

derived from participant narratives rather than researcher assumptions. Discrepancies in 
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coding were discussed and reconciled through consensus meetings, ensuring 

methodological rigor and minimizing potential bias in theme development (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2021; Wertz, 2023). By systematically applying these strategies, this study ensured 

that findings were credible, data saturation was reached responsibly, and the lived 

experiences of young widows using Instagram for grief support were represented 

authentically. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, trustworthiness was crucial for ensuring the study’s 

findings were rigorous, valid, and accurately reflected participants’ authentic experiences. 

To establish trustworthiness in this phenomenological study, credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability were addressed through multiple methodological 

strategies (Ravitch & Carl, 2021; Wertz, 2023). These strategies enhanced the 

transparency and integrity of the research process, ensuring that the lived experiences of 

young widows who use Instagram for grief support were accurately captured and 

represented. 

To ensure credibility, this study incorporated member checking, allowing 

participants to review and provide feedback on preliminary themes and interpretations 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012). This process supported accuracy by confirming that findings 

remain grounded in participants’ realities. Prolonged engagement through in-depth 

interviews provided sufficient time to explore participants’ experiences of grief and their 

use of social media. Triangulation of data sources, including participant reflections, 

researcher field notes, and literature comparisons, offered multiple perspectives on the 
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phenomenon, strengthening the believability of the results (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Additionally, reflexivity was integrated throughout the study through ongoing 

documentation of the researcher’s reflections and biases, helping to ensure that 

interpretations were rooted in participants’ narratives rather than influenced by the 

researcher’s assumptions. Lastly, using qualitative data analysis software enhanced the 

study’s credibility by ensuring a systematic, replicable approach to data management and 

interpretation. 

Transferability was supported through thick descriptions, allowing the study to 

offer rich, contextualized accounts of participants’ experiences, the research setting, and 

the digital environment of Instagram (Wertz, 2023). This approach enabled readers to 

assess the relevance of findings to other contexts involving grief support and online 

communities. Detailed descriptions of sample characteristics, grief stages, and Instagram 

usage patterns provided insight into how young widows use social media for mourning 

and identity reconstruction. Including participants with varying grief experiences and 

Instagram engagement levels enhanced the range of perspectives represented, increasing 

the likelihood that the study’s findings resonated beyond the immediate sample (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2021). 

Dependability was established by maintaining a detailed audit trail documenting 

each research process step, including participant selection, data collection, transcription, 

coding, and thematic development (Wertz, 2023). This audit trail enabled the review and 

evaluation of the research process for methodological consistency. Peer debriefing 

supported dependability by involving qualitative research experts who reviewed coding 
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strategies and theme development to ensure methodological rigor. Methodological 

triangulation further strengthened dependability by comparing findings from multiple 

data sources, contributing to the stability and reliability of the study’s conclusions 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Confirmability was addressed through bracketing, where the researcher 

intentionally set aside personal biases and assumptions about widowhood, grief, and 

social media use to focus on participants’ authentic experiences (Wertz, 2023). Reflexive 

journaling served as an additional safeguard, supporting the identification and mitigation 

of potential bias throughout the data collection and analysis process. The audit trail 

developed for dependability also supported confirmability by providing a transparent 

record of methodological decisions and analytic methods, allowing for external review to 

assess the neutrality of the findings (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). If necessary, an external 

audit was conducted by an independent qualitative researcher to evaluate the accuracy 

and impartiality of the interpretations. 

By systematically applying these strategies, this study ensured the rigor and 

trustworthiness of its findings. Addressing credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability enhanced the validity of the research, ensuring that the lived experiences 

of young widows using Instagram for grief support are accurately represented (Kane et 

al., 2018). Through this process, the study contributed meaningful insights to the growing 

research on digital mourning and online bereavement communities. Given the 

emotionally sensitive nature of grief research, ethical considerations were central to this 

study. The following section outlines measures to safeguard participant confidentiality, 
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minimize distress, and ensure informed consent in compliance with institutional 

guidelines. 

Ethical Procedures 

Ethical considerations were central to this study due to the sensitive nature of 

grief and the vulnerability of participants who have experienced spousal loss. The 

researcher, a widow who had personally used Instagram as a means of seeking 

connection and processing grief, used this lived experience as a foundation for exploring 

how other widows engage with Instagram for grief support. While this personal 

background offered insight and sensitivity to the topic, a reflexive stance was maintained 

throughout the research process. Reflexivity was achieved through ongoing journaling, 

bracketing of individual assumptions, and adherence to a rigorous thematic analysis 

protocol, ensuring the authenticity and integrity of participants’ narratives were 

preserved. The study adhered to established ethical research standards, including the 

APA Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct, Standard 8: Research and 

Publication, to protect participants’ rights, privacy, and well-being (APA, 2017; Ravitch 

& Carl, 2021; Wertz, 2023). Before any data collection began, approval was obtained 

from the IRB of my institution to ensure compliance with institutional and ethical 

guidelines regarding participant safety, informed consent, and confidentiality. All 

recruitment materials, consent forms, and research protocols were submitted for IRB 

review, and the official IRB approval number was included in the final dissertation.  

Participants received detailed information about the study’s purpose, procedures, 

potential risks, and benefits. Informed consent outlined participants’ rights, including the 
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option to withdraw from the study without penalty (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Consent 

forms explained how confidentiality will be maintained, how data will be managed, and 

the potential emotional risks associated with discussing grief. Participants provided either 

electronic or physical signatures to confirm their understanding and voluntary 

participation. All identifying information was removed from transcripts and final reports, 

and pseudonyms were used to protect participant identities. Digital files, including audio 

recordings, transcripts, and field notes, were stored on encrypted, password-protected 

devices with access restricted to the researcher. De-identified data were used in all reports 

and publications (Wertz, 2023). 

To minimize emotional distress, interviews were conducted with sensitivity and 

flexibility. Participants were given the option to pause, skip questions, or discontinue at 

any time. Recognizing that grief discussions could evoke strong emotions, the researcher 

provided each participant with a list of grief and mental health support resources before 

and after the interview (Appendix D). If participants exhibited visible signs of distress 

(e.g., prolonged silence, crying, difficulty responding), the session was paused, 

rescheduled, or terminated at the participant’s preference. A structured follow-up email 

was sent within 24 hours to check in on emotional well-being and offered further 

resources or a virtual debrief if preferred (Ravitch & Carl, 2021).  

After each interview, participants had the opportunity to debrief and express 

concerns or ask questions. As part of the member-checking process, participants were 

invited to review their transcripts or summaries of emerging themes to confirm that their 

experiences had been accurately represented (Wertz, 2023). All data was securely 
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maintained by institutional guidelines, utilizing encrypted storage for research files and 

maintaining a strict separation of identifying documents. Data was retained for five years 

following publication and then permanently deleted.  

To ensure ethical integrity, the study excluded individuals from the researcher’s 

direct personal or professional networks to avoid conflicts of interest or power 

imbalances. Participation was strictly voluntary, and no form of coercion was used. Any 

tokens of appreciation were minimal and ethically appropriate. These procedures 

supported the study’s commitment to upholding ethical principles, maintaining trust, and 

protecting participants’ autonomy and well-being throughout the research process. 

Summary 

This chapter outlined the methodology employed to investigate the lived 

experiences of young widows who utilized Instagram as a grief support tool. A 

phenomenological research design was selected to capture the depth and complexity of 

participants’ grief experiences within the digital landscape (Wertz, 2023). The participant 

selection process employed purposive sampling, ensuring a diverse group of young 

widows at various stages of grief and levels of Instagram engagement. Data collection 

procedures were explained through semi-structured interviews designed to create a 

supportive space for participants to share their narratives (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The 

data analysis plan incorporated phenomenological coding and thematic analysis, 

employing strategies such as bracketing, horizontalization, and essence synthesis to 

ensure that the findings authentically reflected participants’ lived realities (Saldaña, 2021; 

Wertz, 2023). Trustworthiness was further established through member checking, audit 
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trails, thick descriptions, and reflexivity, which reinforced credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Ethical considerations, including measures to safeguard participant 

confidentiality, informed consent, and emotional well-being, were also addressed. 

Procedures for IRB approval, data security, and minimizing emotional distress were 

integrated to ensure the highest ethical standards were upheld throughout the research 

process. With these methodological foundations in place, the study is positioned to 

capture how young widows engage with Instagram as a space for grief support, identity 

reconstruction, and connection. Chapter 4 will present the study’s findings, offering an 

in-depth analysis of the themes that emerged from participants’ narratives and providing 

insight into how digital platforms shape contemporary grief experiences. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of the phenomenological study “Navigating 

Grief in the Digital Age: A Phenomenological Study of Young Widows Using Instagram 

for Support and Connection.” The purpose of this study was to explore the lived 

experiences of young widows who use Instagram to express grief, seek emotional 

support, and cultivate community connections following the death of a partner. The 

central research question guiding this inquiry was: 

What are the lived experiences of young widows using Instagram as a tool for 

grief support? 

To address this question, this chapter systematically details the processes and 

outcomes of the research. It begins by summarizing the pilot study conducted to refine 

the interview protocol and ensure the clarity and relevance of the questions. Next, the 

chapter describes the research setting and personal and organizational contexts that may 

have influenced participants’ experiences. The demographic characteristics of 

participants are then presented to situate the findings. 

Following this, the chapter outlines the data collection procedures, including 

participant recruitment, interviews, and the implementation of ethical safeguards. The 

data analysis process is then explained, demonstrating how meaningful patterns were 

identified and organized into themes. Strategies employed to establish credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability are also discussed to substantiate the 

study’s trustworthiness. 
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The core of the chapter presents the thematic findings, integrating direct 

participant quotes to illustrate how Instagram functioned both as a supportive and, at 

times, challenging resource for grief. Discrepant cases are also explored to capture the 

nuanced variability in participants’ experiences. The chapter concludes with a concise 

summary of the findings, setting the stage for Chapter 5, which will interpret these results 

in the context of existing literature, discuss limitations, and offer recommendations for 

future research and practice. 

Pilot Study 

 A pilot study was conducted before IRB approval to assess the clarity, focus, and 

effectiveness of the initial semi-structured interview protocol. This pilot phase included 

psychology interns who did not meet the inclusion criteria for the main study but who 

were well-positioned to provide informed feedback on question design and interview 

flow (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Each intern reviewed and responded to the complete set of 

open-ended questions related to grief experiences, Instagram use, and perceptions of 

social support. 

The pilot study aimed to determine whether the questions would elicit meaningful 

and emotionally relevant responses, and to identify any ambiguities or redundancies that 

might compromise data quality. Feedback revealed that three questions were overly broad 

or lacked sufficient clarity, prompting refinements to improve precision and alignment 

with the study’s core aim. Additionally, two questions were found to be redundant and 

subsequently removed, streamlining the interview process to reduce participant burden 

(Maxwell, 2013). 
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The pilot study also influenced the planned data analysis strategy. Early trial 

coding of the pilot feedback highlighted the importance of additional probing questions to 

capture the nuanced interplay of grief processing and digital engagement. This led to the 

incorporation of more targeted prompts in the final interview guide to ensure richer, more 

detailed data for thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). These adjustments enhanced 

the study’s methodological rigor and directly supported addressing the central research 

question regarding the lived experiences of young widows who use Instagram as a tool 

for grief support. 

Research Setting 

Several personal and organizational conditions were present at the time of the 

study that may have shaped participants’ experiences and, therefore, influenced the 

interpretation of the study findings. At the personal level, participants were young 

widows, many of whom had experienced sudden or traumatic partner loss, circumstances 

known to intensify emotional vulnerability and complicate grief trajectories (Den Elzen 

& Lengelle, 2023). Many were also simultaneously managing responsibilities such as 

single parenting, which may have heightened their reliance on alternative outlets for 

support and self-expression. 

Cultural differences further framed participants’ grief experiences. For example, 

one participant from England observed that overt emotional expression was less 

culturally accepted in their context, reflecting broader societal norms that shape mourning 

practices and the use of social platforms for grief (Walter, 2015). Such cultural factors 
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may have influenced both how participants engaged with Instagram and their 

interpretation of its role in their grieving process. 

Organizationally, the study was conducted within an academic research 

environment at Walden University, under IRB oversight, which ensured the ethical 

conduct and safeguarding of participants throughout the process. Although there were no 

direct disruptions, such as staffing changes or funding cuts, that affected the study, the 

broader backdrop included the ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Pandemic-

related restrictions continued to limit traditional in-person grief support options, 

amplifying the importance of digital spaces such as Instagram for maintaining social 

connection and accessing community support during bereavement (Beaunoyer et al., 

2020). Recognizing these personal, cultural, and contextual factors is essential for 

situating the study results within their appropriate sociocultural and temporal 

frameworks. 

Demographics 

This study included nine participants, comprising seven women and two men, 

which reflects the broader gender distribution of widowhood, where women more 

frequently outlive their male partners (Caserta et al., 2014). Participants ranged in age 

from 33 to 45 years (M = 37), with the majority falling between 33 and 42 years old. The 

age at which participants experienced partner loss ranged from 31 to 43 (M = 35), and the 

time since their partner’s death spanned from 1 to 4 years. Notably, six of the nine 

participants had lost their partner within the past 2 years, situating them within the period 

often described as the most intense for grief adaptation (Rothaupt & Becker, 2007). 
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Regarding the cause of death, the majority (six participants) lost their partners to 

illness or cancer, while three participants experienced loss through accident, suicide, or 

sudden cardiac events. These differences in loss type are significant, as unexpected or 

traumatic deaths are associated with distinct grief processes and coping trajectories 

(Currier et al., 2006). 

Seven participants had children living at home, ranging from toddlers to 

adolescents, which may have added complexity to their grieving process by intertwining 

personal mourning with ongoing parenting responsibilities (Youngblut & Brooten, 2013). 

Two participants did not have children, which may have shaped different patterns of 

Instagram engagement and support-seeking. 

Table 2 summarizes key demographic details, illustrating the diversity of 

participant contexts relevant to their use of Instagram for grief support. Collectively, 

these demographic patterns underscore that while all participants shared the common 

experience of young widowhood, their individual grief journeys were shaped by varying 

ages, time since loss, causes of death, and family responsibilities, factors known to 

influence bereavement experiences and digital coping behaviors (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; 

Holmgren, 2023). 
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Table 2 

Participant Demographics 

ID Age Gender  Age at 
loss 

Years 
since 

Cause Children 

1 33 Woman 31 1-2  Illness Yes 

2 33 Man 31 1-2  Illness No 

3 41 Man 37 3-4  Illness Yes 
4 45 Woman 43 1-2  Heart attack Yes 
5 34 Woman  31 1-2  Suicide Yes 
6 42 Woman 39 3-4  Illness Yes 
7 36 Woman  35 1-2  Illness No 
8 39 Woman 35 3-4  Accident Yes 
9 38 Woman 34 3-4  Accident Yes 

 
Note. Years Since = years since partner’s death. All children listed were living at home 
at the time of the study. 

 

Data Collection 

Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval on May 19, 2025, data 

collection began on May 21, 2025. Participants were recruited primarily through 

Instagram using an IRB-approved social media invitation (see Appendix B). A total of 30 

individuals expressed interest and completed an eligibility screening survey (see 

Appendix E). Of these, 28 met the inclusion criteria: aged 18–45, experienced the loss of 

a spouse or partner within the past 5 years, and were currently using Instagram for grief 

support. 
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Nineteen participants returned signed informed consent forms, and 14 completed 

a demographic questionnaire (Appendix B). 11 participants scheduled interviews, and 

nine completed the full semi-structured interview process.  

Data were collected through one-on-one interviews conducted via HIPAA-

compliant Zoom, accommodating participants across diverse geographic locations. 

Interviews were scheduled at mutually convenient times between May 30 and June 24, 

2025, each lasting 60 to 90 minutes. Before each interview, participants provided verbal 

consent and had the opportunity to ask clarifying questions about the study and their 

rights. After the session, each participant received a resource list with contact information 

for grief support. 

Interviews followed a semi-structured protocol designed to explore experiences of 

grief, Instagram engagement, and perceived social connection, while allowing flexibility 

to pursue emergent topics (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The protocol was minimally adjusted 

during interviews when conversational flow necessitated changes in question order, 

thereby preserving an organic, participant-led dialogue. 

Audio was recorded using both Zoom’s recording feature and Otter.AI for real-

time transcription. The transcripts were later reviewed in conjunction with the recordings 

to ensure accuracy. All data were de-identified and securely stored in compliance with 

institutional guidelines to protect participant confidentiality. 

There were minimal deviations from the original data collection plan. Some 

participants requested rescheduling due to personal circumstances, which was 

accommodated without compromising the study’s integrity. In one instance, a temporary 
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internet disruption briefly paused an interview; it resumed without loss of data quality. 

Throughout the process, participants were reminded of their right to skip questions or 

withdraw at any time, thereby reinforcing the ethical safeguards and promoting 

participant autonomy. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using an inductive, reflexive thematic approach to 

address the central research question: What are the lived experiences of young widows 

using Instagram as a tool for grief support? This process followed Braun and Clarke’s 

(2021) widely recognized six-phase model of thematic analysis, which provided a 

flexible yet systematic framework well suited to capturing the nuanced, 

phenomenological aspects of participants’ experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Analysis began with intensive familiarization with the data. Transcripts were read 

and re-read in conjunction with audio recordings to ensure an in-depth understanding of 

each participant’s narrative. Reflexive notes were maintained throughout to document 

emerging insights and to help bracket the researcher’s own experiences as a young 

widow (Nowell et al., 2017). This careful immersion supported sensitivity to the 

emotional and contextual layers embedded in participants’ accounts. 

The next stage involved generating initial codes by manually reviewing transcripts and 

highlighting meaningful units of text that spoke to grief processing, Instagram 

engagement, and perceptions of social support. Coding was performed in Microsoft Excel 

to organize data systematically, while maintaining proximity to participants’ own words. 
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This open coding process produced a wide range of codes, including “validation through 

feedback,” “continuing bonds,” “control over content,” and “feeling judged.” 

Codes were then iteratively grouped into broader categories that represented 

patterns across participants. Through a process of constant comparison within and across 

transcripts, five overarching themes emerged that captured the diverse ways participants 

navigated grief through Instagram: emotional processing and validation, connection with 

the deceased and the formation of continuing bonds, coping and control, social 

connection and community, and the challenges and discomfort associated with grief. The 

themes were reviewed for internal consistency and distinctiveness, ensuring each theme 

was coherent and analytically robust while avoiding unnecessary overlap (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021). 

Throughout this process, discrepant cases were intentionally examined and 

incorporated to provide a richer, more comprehensive understanding of the data. For 

example, some participants described withdrawing from Instagram due to emotional 

overwhelm, while others engaged primarily in passive observation rather than active 

sharing. These cases offered critical contrasts that highlighted the variability in how 

Instagram functioned as a grief support tool. 

Rigor and trustworthiness were prioritized throughout the analysis. A detailed 

audit trail documents analytic decisions. Peer debriefing was employed to challenge and 

refine interpretations, and member checks were conducted by sharing thematic 

summaries with participants to verify the resonance and accuracy of the findings (Nowell 

et al., 2017). The use of a reflexive journal also supported transparency by capturing how 
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personal biases and positionality were actively managed during the analytic process. This 

systematic approach ensured that the final themes were well grounded in participants’ 

lived experiences, directly illuminating the ways Instagram both supported and 

complicated their grief journeys. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Multiple strategies were employed throughout this study to establish credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability, ensuring the rigor and integrity of the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017). 

Credibility was supported through several measures designed to capture an 

authentic representation of participants’ experiences. Reflexivity was maintained via a 

structured journal that documented the researcher’s thoughts, assumptions, and potential 

biases, given the researcher’s shared experience as a young widow. Peer debriefing 

sessions were conducted with colleagues experienced in qualitative research to critically 

examine emerging codes and thematic interpretations, providing an external check on 

analytic decisions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Member checking further enhanced 

credibility: participants were supplied with thematic summaries and illustrative quotes, 

and 5 of the 9 individuals who received these summaries confirmed that the 

interpretations accurately reflected their experiences, offering only minor clarifications. 

Transferability was addressed by providing rich, detailed descriptions of the 

participant sample and their contextual circumstances, including demographic details 

such as age, cause, and timing of partner loss, as well as the presence of children in the 

home. By offering detailed accounts of participants’ grief journeys and their varied uses 
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of Instagram, readers are enabled to assess the applicability of these findings to other 

settings or populations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Dependability was ensured through a transparent, well-documented research 

process. A detailed audit trail captured all key methodological decisions, from 

recruitment and data collection to coding, category formation, and final theme 

development. The use of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) established approach to reflexive 

thematic analysis provided a systematic and replicable structure for interpreting the data. 

This clear documentation enhances the study’s dependability by allowing future 

researchers to follow and evaluate the analytic process. 

Confirmability was bolstered by strategies that minimized the influence of 

researcher bias on the study’s outcomes. In addition to maintaining a reflexive journal, 

incorporating direct participant quotations grounded the findings in participants’ own 

words. Peer debriefing further challenged personal assumptions, and the audit trail 

recorded decisions that shaped the analysis, ensuring that results were driven by the data 

rather than researcher preconceptions (Nowell et al., 2017). 

Together, these combined strategies established a robust approach to 

trustworthiness, thereby strengthening confidence that the study’s conclusions accurately 

represent the diverse lived experiences of young widows who use Instagram as a tool for 

grief support. 

Study Results 

This section addresses the central research question: What are the lived 

experiences of young widows using Instagram as a tool for grief support? Analysis of 
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interviews with nine participants revealed five interrelated themes that illuminate how 

Instagram functioned both as a supportive and, at times, emotionally challenging space 

during their bereavement journeys. These themes include: (1) emotional processing and 

validation, (2) connection with the deceased and continuing bonds, (3) coping and 

control, (4) social connection and community, and (5) challenges and discomfort. 

Together, these findings highlight the multifaceted role of social media in grief, thereby 

extending the scholarship on digital mourning and the concept of continuing bonds (Klass 

et al., 1996; Spiti et al., 2022). 

Thematic Findings 

Many participants described Instagram as an essential outlet for emotional 

expression and validation. For some, sharing memories, poetry, or grief-related posts 

helped articulate feelings that were otherwise difficult to express in offline contexts. P1 

explained, “Posting memories helps me release what’s inside when I feel overwhelmed,” 

while P5 noted, “Seeing grief quotes and stories made me feel understood in ways my 

friends couldn’t.” This aligns with research emphasizing how social media can normalize 

grief experiences and provide informal emotional scaffolding, particularly for younger 

mourners (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). 

Instagram also facilitated maintaining connections with deceased partners, 

reflecting CB theory’s (Klass et al., 1996) assertion that preserving ties to the deceased is 

a natural part of adaptive grieving. Participants described posts commemorating 

anniversaries or special dates to keep loved ones present in their lives. P9 described 

Instagram as “a journal of my journey… it allowed me to still feel like my husband’s 
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presence is with me.” This digital curation of memories resonates with recent findings on 

online platforms sustaining symbolic relationships after loss (Rajabi, 2024). 

Additionally, participants highlighted how Instagram provided a sense of agency 

over grief engagement. The ability to selectively share or limit exposure to content helped 

counteract feelings of helplessness often associated with bereavement (Walter, 2015). P5 

shared, “I felt in control of my grief narrative. I could post when I wanted and decide 

what content to engage with. It helped me cope with the powerlessness.” Others 

described scrolling privately through posts without commenting, using Instagram as a 

reflective space to process grief internally. 

A significant benefit of Instagram was its role in reducing isolation by fostering 

connections with others who shared similar losses. Many participants developed 

supportive relationships with peers who understood the nuances of young widowhood, 

offering validation and reciprocal encouragement. P1 remarked, “I found great 

connections with other widows, even internationally. Just knowing we’re all supporting 

each other in this grief journey feels powerful.” This supports studies on how digital 

communities can mitigate disenfranchised grief and create informal peer networks 

(Holmgren, 2023). 

However, participants also described emotional drawbacks of using Instagram. 

Several felt judged or self-conscious about how often they posted grief-related content, 

while others experienced overwhelm from continuous exposure to posts about loss. P3 

explained, “At some point, I just had to stop reading all the posts. Every post brought it 

back, and I felt drained.” This ambivalence highlights what Lipp and O’Brien (2022) and 
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Varga and Paulus (2014) identify as the emotional risks inherent in the algorithmic 

resurfacing of grief content, which can intensify emotional fatigue. 

Thematic Summary Table 

To synthesize these findings, Table 3 presents an overview of the five themes, 

their core meanings, and representative quotes from participants. 

Table 3 

Summary of Themes, Core Meanings, and Illustrative Quotes 

Theme Core meaning Illustrative quotes 

Emotional 
Processing & 
Validation 

Using Instagram to express 
grief and find emotional 
resonance 

“It validated my emotions… I felt 
understood.” (P5) 

Connection & 
Continuing Bonds 

Maintaining ties with the 
deceased through posts and 
memories 

“It allowed me to still feel like his 
presence is with me.” (P9) 

Coping & Control Managing when and how to 
engage with grief content 

“I could post when I wanted… it 
helped me cope.” (P5) 

Social Connection & 
Community 

Finding solidarity and peer 
support through shared 
experiences 

“Just knowing we’re all 
supporting each other feels 
powerful.” (P1) 

Challenges & 
Discomfort 

Feeling judged or emotionally 
fatigued by grief content 

“Every post brought it back… I 
felt drained.” (P3) 

Note. Themes emerged from a reflexive thematic analysis of nine semi-structured 

interviews. 

Discrepant Cases 

While most participants actively used Instagram for grief expression and 

community connection, analysis of discrepant cases revealed significant variations 

(Robinson & Pond, 2019). For example, P2 initially found comfort engaging with grief 

content but later withdrew from Instagram, describing feeling overwhelmed by constant 
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reminders of loss. In contrast, P1 primarily used Instagram passively, reading posts and 

stories without sharing personal grief, emphasizing privacy over public expression. These 

differences illustrate how personal coping styles shape digital grief engagement. 

Table 4 

Discrepant Cases Illustrating Variability in Instagram Engagement 

Participant Experience Key difference 

P2 Disengaged after initial use due to 
emotional overload 

Chose to avoid Instagram to protect 
emotional health 

P1 Used Instagram passively, without 
posting their grief 

Maintained grief privacy rather than 
public sharing 

 

These variations underscore that while Instagram provided a valuable outlet for 

many participants, it also posed limits that led some to minimize or alter their 

engagement. Such diversity highlights the importance of individualized approaches when 

considering digital grief supports (Spiti et al., 2022). 

Concluding Synthesis 

Overall, these results reveal Instagram as a complex grief support space for young 

widows, offering validation, continued bonds, agency, and community, yet also 

presenting risks of judgment and emotional strain. This nuanced portrait extends prior 

research on social media’s dual role in bereavement (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 

2023) and illustrates how digital platforms can simultaneously facilitate and complicate 

the adaptation to grief. Chapter 5 will interpret these findings about existing theories, 

discuss study limitations, and outline recommendations for future research and grief 

support practice. 
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Summary 

This chapter addressed the central research question: What are the lived 

experiences of young widows using Instagram as a tool for grief support? Thematic 

analysis revealed that Instagram served as a multifaceted grief resource, offering 

participants a means to process emotions, sustain bonds with deceased partners, assert 

control over their grief narratives, and foster connections with others navigating similar 

losses. These findings align with the CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) and emerging 

research on the role of social media in supporting informal grief work (Holmgren, 2023; 

Spiti et al., 2022). 

The five themes identified in this study, emotional processing and validation, 

connection with the deceased and continuing bonds, coping and control, social 

connection and community, and challenges and discomfort, underscore both the 

supportive and complex nature of digital grief engagement. While many participants 

described Instagram as a crucial outlet for expressing grief and finding solidarity, others 

highlighted feelings of judgment and emotional fatigue, illustrating the platform’s dual 

potential to both alleviate and intensify aspects of bereavement (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 

Discrepant cases further demonstrated the variability of Instagram’s role in grief 

support. Some participants chose to disengage from the platform due to emotional 

overwhelm, while others used Instagram passively to observe rather than share personal 

grief experiences. This diversity highlights the importance of recognizing individual 

differences in how social media is leveraged, or avoided, during the grieving process. 
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Taken together, these results provide a nuanced understanding of how young 

widows use Instagram to navigate the emotional, relational, and social dimensions of 

grief. They contribute to a growing body of scholarship on digital mourning by 

illustrating the complex interplay between validation, community, continued bonds, and 

the emotional risks inherent in online spaces. The following chapter will interpret these 

findings in the context of existing grief literature and theoretical frameworks, discuss the 

study’s limitations, and offer recommendations for future research and practice to support 

bereaved individuals in the digital age. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of young widows 

who utilize Instagram as a tool for grief support, thereby expanding our understanding of 

how digital platforms facilitate grief expression, coping, and connection. Guided by CB 

theory (Klass et al., 1996), this phenomenological inquiry examined how Instagram 

supported emotional processing, maintained ties to the deceased, and fostered a sense of 

community for young widows who often lack access to age-appropriate traditional grief 

services. By centering participants’ narratives, the study illuminated both the benefits and 

challenges of navigating grief in digital spaces. 

Key findings revealed that Instagram served as a vital outlet for emotional 

expression and validation, enabling participants to share memories, seek support, and 

engage with others who had faced similar losses, functions not readily available through 

conventional grief support mechanisms (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 2023). 

Instagram’s diverse features, including stories, posts, comments, and direct messages, 

allowed participants to tailor their grief engagement, providing both private spaces for 

reflection and public venues for sharing. At the same time, the study identified challenges 

such as perceived judgment, emotional overwhelm, and discomfort with the platform’s 

algorithmic resurfacing of memories, highlighting Instagram’s dual potential to both ease 

and complicate the grieving process (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 

Variability in how participants used Instagram further underscored the importance 

of recognizing individual differences in grief coping. Some young widows actively 
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curated their online narratives of grief. In contrast, others preferred passive observation or 

eventually withdrew from the platform altogether, emphasizing that digital grief support 

is neither universally beneficial nor uniformly experienced. 

This chapter interprets these findings in the context of existing literature and 

theoretical perspectives, discusses the study’s limitations, and offers recommendations 

for future research and clinical practice. It concludes by reflecting on the broader 

implications for understanding grief in an increasingly digital world and on how 

platforms like Instagram are reshaping bereavement experiences for younger widowed 

populations. 

Interpretation of Findings 

The findings of this study provide insight into how young widows use Instagram 

as a multifaceted tool for grief support, aligning with and extending both CB theory 

(Klass et al., 1996) and emerging research on digital mourning practices (Rajabi, 2024; 

Spiti et al., 2022). Through an analysis of participant narratives, five interrelated themes 

were identified: emotional processing and validation, connection with the deceased and 

the formation of continuing bonds, coping and control, social connection and community, 

and the challenges and discomfort associated with bereavement. Each theme illuminates 

distinct yet overlapping dimensions of how Instagram functioned in participants’ grief 

journeys. Participants who actively shared their grief on Instagram were more likely to 

engage in identity reconstruction, using the platform to redefine their post-loss selves. 

This aligns with Chopik’s (2018) findings that spousal bereavement can lead to 
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measurable changes in personality traits, suggesting that identity is not only reconstructed 

socially but also psychologically reshaped in the aftermath of loss. 

Instagram has emerged as a significant outlet for expressing grief and seeking 

emotional validation. Participants described using posts, stories, and curated grief content 

to articulate feelings that were otherwise difficult to communicate in traditional social 

contexts. As P5 noted, “It validated my emotions, seeing poetry and stories that felt like 

they understood me.” This resonates with prior work emphasizing how social media can 

normalize grief, especially for younger mourners navigating disenfranchised losses often 

overlooked by conventional support systems (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; Holmgren, 2023). 

In parallel, Instagram allowed participants to maintain emotional ties with their 

deceased partners, directly reflecting the assertion of CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) that 

preserving such connections is an adaptive component of bereavement. Sharing 

memories, commemorating anniversaries, and engaging with past posts or photos helped 

keep loved ones present in daily life. As P9 described, Instagram became “a journal of 

my journey… it helped me feel like he was still here.” However, this same ongoing 

engagement sometimes introduced emotional strain, notably when algorithmic memory 

resurfacing led to unexpected reminders of loss, highlighting the need for a nuanced 

understanding of how continuing bonds are both facilitated and complicated by digital 

platforms (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 

Another key dimension was the sense of control Instagram offered participants 

over their expression of grief. Many valued the ability to decide when and how to post, 

what content to view, and how to curate their feeds, regaining agency often disrupted by 
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bereavement (Walter, 2015). P5 remarked, “I could post when I wanted, scroll or not 

scroll. It helped me feel like I had some control.” Conversely, those who primarily 

consumed content without sharing reported less active identity reconstruction, 

underscoring the importance of engagement style in shaping grief experiences. 

Social connection also emerged as a prominent theme, with participants 

describing how Instagram reduced feelings of isolation by connecting them with others 

who shared similar experiences. This finding aligns with research on digital peer support, 

which suggests that online platforms can provide vital spaces for solidarity and informal 

validation, notably when traditional support systems are lacking (Holmgren, 2023; Spiti 

et al., 2022). As P1 noted, “I found others who understood exactly what this is like. Just 

knowing we’re all supporting each other was powerful.” 

However, engagement with Instagram was not universally positive. Several 

participants expressed concerns about being judged or feeling self-conscious about 

posting too frequently. In contrast, others described emotional exhaustion from the 

constant exposure to grief content, challenges also documented in studies of algorithm-

driven grief spaces (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). This ambivalence highlights that while 

Instagram provided important avenues for expression and community, it also introduced 

risks that could exacerbate emotional distress. 

Discrepant cases highlighted the diversity in how Instagram functioned as a grief 

tool. For example, P2 initially engaged heavily but later withdrew from the platform, 

citing emotional overload, while P1 preferred to use Instagram passively, reading others’ 

posts without sharing personal grief. These differences underscore that digital grief 
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support is not a one-size-fits-all solution and must be understood considering individual 

coping preferences and emotional needs. 

Table 5 

Summary of Interpretative Themes and Illustrative Participant Perspectives 

Theme Interpretative insight Example quotes 

Emotional 
Processing & 
Validation 

Instagram normalized grief, offering 
spaces for articulation & resonance 

“Seeing grief quotes made 
me feel understood.” (P5) 

Continuing Bonds 
with the Deceased 

The platform enabled ongoing 
connections and memory-sharing, 
sometimes mixed with distress. 

“It helped me feel like he 
was still here.” (P9) 

Coping & Control 
Participants valued managing 
when/how they engaged, regaining 
agency 

“I felt in control of my grief 
narrative.” (P5) 

Social Connection 
& Community 

Reduced isolation by linking with 
others facing similar losses 

“Knowing we’re all 
supporting each other feels 
powerful.” (P1) 

Challenges & 
Discomfort 

Exposure to grief content sometimes 
led to judgment or emotional fatigue 

“At some point, I had to 
stop. It just drained me.” 
(P3) 

Note. Themes developed through reflexive thematic analysis, informed by Continuing 

Bonds Theory, and situated within contemporary grief scholarship (Klass et al., 1996; 

Spiti et al., 2022). 

Together, these findings suggest that Instagram functioned as a complex grief 

support tool, providing validation, connection, and agency, yet also introducing 

emotional risks that could intensify grief at times. By extending traditional 

understandings of continuing bonds and grief expression into the digital sphere, this study 

highlights both the adaptive potential and the nuanced challenges of mourning in online 

environments. These interpretations underline the need for future grief interventions and 
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research to consider how digital contexts influence bereavement experiences in 

increasingly personalized yet public ways. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study provides valuable insights into the experiences of young widows who 

use Instagram for grief support; however, several limitations should be noted. The small 

sample size of nine participants limits the generalizability of the findings. With a female 

sample, the applicability of the results is limited, suggesting that future research should 

include a more diverse group across cultural and demographic backgrounds to provide a 

more comprehensive understanding of Instagram’s role in grief support. 

Another limitation is the potential bias introduced by the researcher’s personal 

experience as a young widow using Instagram for grief support. Despite efforts to 

minimize this through bracketing and reflexivity, the researcher’s perspective may have 

influenced the interpretation of the data. Although a reflective journal and peer debriefing 

helped address this, complete detachment from the researcher’s grief journey is 

challenging in phenomenological research. 

Self-selection bias is another limitation, as participants were recruited via 

Instagram, a platform primarily used by individuals seeking online emotional support. 

This excludes widows who do not use Instagram or those with negative experiences, 

potentially skewing results. Future research should include individuals who engage with 

social media differently or not at all. 

The reliance on self-reported interview data also introduces biases such as recall 

bias, social desirability, and incomplete reporting. The absence of triangulation with other 
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data sources, like family members or friends, may limit the study’s depth. Future research 

could benefit from multiple data sources to corroborate findings. 

Additionally, the study’s findings are specific to the time of data collection, and 

changes in Instagram’s algorithms, features, or user behavior could alter the expression of 

grief and support. Future studies should investigate how changes in platform design or 

the emergence of new social media platforms impact grief support. 

Finally, the emotionally charged nature of the topic could have led to emotional 

fatigue for both participants and the researcher. Although a supportive environment was 

provided, discussing grief may have caused discomfort for some. Future research should 

consider additional support resources for participants when addressing such sensitive 

topics. 

Recommendations 

The findings of this study offer several recommendations for future research, 

clinical practice, platform design, and public discourse around digital grief support. 

While Instagram was shown to provide emotional validation, identity reconstruction, and 

connection for many young widows, its impact was not uniformly positive. Future efforts 

should therefore address both the potential benefits and risks of using digital platforms to 

process grief. 

First, future research should include a broader and more diverse population of 

widowed individuals, including widowers, people of various racial, ethnic, and cultural 

backgrounds, and those who do not use Instagram. The current sample lacked diversity, 

which limited its generalizability across social groups and mourning practices. Studies 
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should also include individuals who may have disengaged from Instagram or those who 

have never used social media for grief support, as these perspectives remain 

underrepresented. Including participants from diverse cultural contexts may help reveal 

how sociocultural norms influence digital mourning behaviors (Beaunoyer et al., 2020; 

Holmgren, 2023). 

Given that this study employed a cross-sectional design, future research would 

benefit from longitudinal approaches that track how Instagram use for grief evolves. 

Following participants through multiple stages of bereavement could reveal whether 

digital tools provide sustained support, lose relevance, or become emotionally taxing with 

prolonged use. This approach would build on the findings of Spiti et al. (2022), who 

identified both positive and negative emotional outcomes associated with long-term 

social media engagement after loss. One promising direction is a longitudinal study 

beginning in the initial stages of bereavement and continuing for several years, focusing 

on how Instagram use intersects with identity reconstruction, meaning-making, and post-

loss growth beyond grief. Such research could determine whether the platform remains 

primarily grief-centered or transitions into a space for broader life narrative development. 

Research should also investigate the psychological impact of diverse types of 

Instagram engagement, including active versus passive, as well as personal posting 

versus anonymous browsing, on grief trajectories. This study found that those who 

actively curated grief narratives often experienced identity transformation, while passive 

users sometimes reported emotional fatigue or isolation. Understanding how engagement 
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style interacts with emotional regulation and grief processing would be a valuable 

direction for future inquiry (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 

Another promising research direction involves examining disenfranchised grief 

and the ways platforms like Instagram help marginalized mourners find validation and 

community. Young widows often face a lack of recognition and limited access to age-

appropriate support, making digital spaces a critical outlet. Future studies should 

investigate how online platforms can mitigate disenfranchisement and whether specific 

design features enhance or hinder this function (Barros-Lane et al., 2025; Rajabi, 2024). 

A further avenue could involve a comparative study exploring how widows who 

experienced an expected death (e.g., following a terminal illness) differ from those whose 

loss was unexpected (e.g., accident, sudden illness, suicide) in their use of Instagram for 

grief support. Such research could assess whether anticipatory grief shapes patterns of 

platform engagement, community connection, identity reconstruction, and coping 

strategies. 

In addition, Instagram’s design — including algorithmic resurfacing of memories, 

story archiving, and comment interaction — warrants focused analysis. Future 

investigations could evaluate whether these features foster continued bonds or risk 

emotional setbacks by unexpectedly triggering grief responses. As digital platforms 

continue to evolve, understanding the psychological consequences of their architecture 

will be essential for promoting responsible, trauma-informed technology design (Lipp & 

O’Brien, 2022). 
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Furthermore, future research should explore the intersection between social media 

use and post-loss identity development. Several participants in this study described 

Instagram as instrumental in redefining their sense of self, particularly when traditional 

social roles were disrupted by widowhood. Research into the ways digital self-

presentation facilitates or constrains grief-related identity transformation could deepen 

the application of theories like Continuing Bonds and Identity Reconstruction (Den Elzen 

& Lengelle, 2023). 

Researchers may also consider comparative studies of different social media 

platforms. Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, Reddit, and closed grief support forums each 

offer distinct cultures and affordances. Understanding how platform-specific dynamics 

shape grief experiences can inform the development of best practices for digital 

bereavement support. Comparative analyses would also help identify which environments 

foster the most resilience and psychological safety for users (Mathew et al., 2023). 

Finally, future studies should engage in co-design research with users affected by 

grief and developers to explore how social media platforms can better accommodate the 

complexities of grief. Providing tools for emotional boundary-setting, memory 

management, or curated sharing may reduce emotional overwhelm and enhance digital 

well-being for users in mourning (Spiti et al., 2022). This line of inquiry would directly 

inform ethical, trauma-informed digital development. 

In summary, this study highlights the value of Instagram as a supplementary grief 

support tool, particularly for younger bereaved populations who often face a lack of 

traditional resources. However, the variability in participants’ engagement patterns, 
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emotional responses, and identity outcomes highlights the need for continued 

investigation into how digital environments shape grief. Future research should prioritize 

inclusivity, platform-specific analysis, and longitudinal insight to advance the 

understanding of grief in the digital age. 

 
Implications 

The findings of this study carry meaningful implications for individuals 

experiencing grief, their families, mental health professionals, support organizations, 

social media platforms, and theoretical frameworks guiding bereavement research. 

Instagram emerged as a space where young widows could engage in emotional 

expression, identity reconstruction, and continued bonds with the deceased, particularly 

in the absence of age-appropriate or accessible traditional grief supports. For individual 

users, Instagram offered a sense of agency over grief expression, enabling participants to 

choose when and how to share memories, receive validation, and engage with others. 

This form of digital grief support functioned as both a supplement to and, for some, a 

replacement for in-person resources, providing flexible and responsive spaces for 

managing bereavement (Holmgren, 2023). 

For families, the use of Instagram by grieving individuals created opportunities 

for improved emotional communication. By witnessing their loved one’s grief journey 

publicly or semi-publicly, family members became more aware of emotional needs that 

might otherwise remain unspoken. This digital expression of loss may help to bridge 

generational or relational gaps in grief understanding and could be incorporated into 

broader family-centered grief interventions. The performative and narrative aspects of 
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social media engagement also contributed to a more articulate vocabulary of grief, 

supporting the development of grief literacy, a concept referring to the ability to 

understand, express, and engage with grief in oneself and others (Mathew et al., 2023). 

Mental health practitioners and grief counselors can draw from these findings to 

support bereaved clients more effectively, particularly those who are younger and 

digitally active. Rather than discouraging social media use, clinicians may consider 

guiding clients toward emotionally sustainable digital grief practices. This includes 

fostering awareness of both the emotional benefits and potential psychological costs of 

prolonged exposure to grief content, such as emotional fatigue, rumination, or social 

comparison (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). Clinical support should also consider helping clients 

establish digital boundaries, curate meaningful content, and utilize features such as 

archiving, memory resurfacing, or private journaling to regulate emotional exposure. 

At the organizational level, bereavement support services and nonprofit grief 

organizations should consider incorporating digital grief education and outreach into their 

offerings to better support individuals in need. Many traditional grief services fail to 

resonate with younger populations, who may find online platforms more accessible, 

immediate, and socially relevant. Organizations could partner with digital creators or peer 

facilitators to develop moderated grief communities or resource hubs within social 

platforms. Social media platforms themselves also bear responsibility in fostering 

emotionally safe digital environments. Design changes that enable users to manage 

memory resurfacing more effectively, customize grief-related content exposure, and 
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engage in peer support with clear boundaries could mitigate harm while enhancing the 

healing potential of these tools (Spiti et al., 2022). 

Theoretically, this study extends the concept of CB theory (Klass et al., 1996) by 

demonstrating how digital environments facilitate ongoing connections with the deceased 

in both conscious and algorithm-driven ways. Participants regularly maintained 

emotional bonds through storytelling, photo sharing, and memory curation, reinforcing 

the adaptive value of continued ties. However, the study also highlights how platform 

design can complicate these bonds, as memory resurfacing sometimes triggers distress 

rather than comfort. These findings suggest a need to revisit grief theory, considering 

evolving digital practices, particularly as social media becomes increasingly integrated 

into the grieving process. Further theoretical development should also consider the role of 

identity reconstruction through digital self-presentation, aligning with narrative 

approaches to bereavement and trauma (Den Elzen & Lengelle, 2023). 

Taken together, these implications emphasize the dual nature of digital grief 

spaces, offering connection, expression, and validation, while also posing challenges 

related to emotional boundaries and content saturation. Supporting healthy engagement 

with these platforms requires nuanced, interdisciplinary collaboration among researchers, 

clinicians, platform designers, and community leaders. As social media continues to 

transform how individuals grieve and connect, it is essential to ensure these digital tools 

promote healing, inclusivity, and psychological well-being. 
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Conclusions 

This qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of young 

widows using Instagram as a tool for grief support, revealing how social media serves as 

both a digital sanctuary and a complex emotional terrain in the aftermath of loss. The 

findings demonstrate that Instagram functions as a space for emotional expression, 

continued bonds, community validation, and identity reconstruction. At the same time, 

the platform’s unregulated and often algorithmically driven nature introduces risks of 

emotional fatigue, judgment, and social comparison, especially for those navigating 

disenfranchised or stigmatized grief (Holmgren, 2023; Spiti et al., 2022). 

Participants described using Instagram to curate grief narratives, preserve 

memories, and remain connected to their deceased spouses, behaviors aligned with CB 

theory (Klass et al., 1996). This sustained connection often provided comfort and helped 

them reframe their identities post-loss, supporting prior research on the therapeutic role 

of storytelling and visual memorialization in grief processing (Den Elzen & Lengelle, 

2023). However, this experience was not universal. For some, passive engagement or 

prolonged exposure to grief content led to distress, emotional withdrawal, or 

disengagement, notably when the digital environment failed to accommodate individual 

coping needs or boundaries (Lipp & O’Brien, 2022). 

The study also highlighted the nuanced differences in how participants engaged 

with Instagram, ranging from active contributors to passive observers. These differences 

reflect the diversity of grief responses and suggest that digital grief spaces, while 

valuable, must be understood as one of many tools that individuals may or may not find 
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supportive depending on their emotional readiness, privacy needs, and technological 

comfort. Importantly, these platforms can serve as extensions of social connection when 

traditional grief services fall short, particularly for younger bereaved individuals who are 

often underserved by conventional models of grief care (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). 

By highlighting both the therapeutic potential and limitations of Instagram as a 

grief support tool, this study extends existing theory. It underscores the need for 

researchers, clinicians, and platform designers to consider the evolving landscape of 

digital mourning. For grief practitioners, the findings support the recommendation to 

incorporate conversations about social media use into clinical work, especially when 

collaborating with younger clients or those experiencing disenfranchised grief. For 

researchers, the study calls for continued examination of engagement patterns, emotional 

outcomes, and identity shifts across different digital platforms and grief contexts. For 

developers, the findings underscore the importance of designing with emotional safety in 

mind, particularly when it comes to memory resurfacing algorithms and boundary-setting 

tools. 

This study contributes to a growing body of literature examining grief in the 

digital age. It affirms that Instagram, while not a substitute for personal connection or 

professional support, can provide a meaningful space for connection, narrative formation, 

and emotional healing for many young widows. However, it also emphasizes the need for 

personalized, ethically aware approaches that recognize grief as a dynamic, deeply 

individual process. As technology continues to mediate human experience, understanding 
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its role in bereavement is vital for developing responsive and inclusive support systems 

that honor the complexities of loss. 
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Appendix A: Social Media Invite 

 
Caption: 
There is a new study exploring the experiences of young widows who use Instagram as a 
grief support tool that could help care providers like counselors better understand and 
help their patients. For this study, you are invited to describe your experiences using 
Instagram to navigate your grief as a young widow.  
What the study involves: 🗨 One confidential, virtual interview (60–90 minutes) 📝 
Completion of a brief demographic questionnaire 🔒 Assurance of privacy, 
confidentiality, and the right to withdraw at any time 💌 Optional opportunity to review 
your interview transcript for accuracy 📃 Access to grief support resources  
Volunteers must meet these requirements: ✅ Identify as a widow ✅ Are between the 
ages of 18 and 45 ✅ Experienced spousal loss within the last five years ✅ Actively use 
Instagram for grief-related purposes (posting, following grief-related accounts, engaging 
with widow communities, etc.) This interview is part of the doctoral study for Mariah 
Sandoval, a Ph.D. student at Walden University. Interviews will take place during the 
next two months. Please DM privately to let them know of your interest. 



99 

 

Appendix B: Demographic Survey for Study Participation 

Instructions: 

Please complete the following demographic questionnaire. All responses will remain 

confidential and are used solely for research purposes. 

 

1. Age: ___ Years 

2. Gender Identity: 

☐ Woman 

☐ Man 

☐ Non-binary 

☐ Prefer to self-describe: __________ 

☐ Prefer not to answer 

5. How old were you when your spouse/partner passed away? 

___ Years 

6. How long ago did your spouse/partner pass away? 

☐ Less than 1 year ago 

☐ 1-2 years ago 

☐ 3-4 years ago 

☐ 5 years ago 
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7. What was the cause of your spouse/partner’s death? 

☐ Illness 

☐ Accident 

☐ Suicide 

☐ Homicide 

☐ Other (please specify): __________ 

☐ Prefer not to answer 

8. Do you have children? 

☐ Yes, living at home 

☐ Yes, but they are adults 

☐ No 

Thank you for completing this survey. 

Eligible participants will be contacted to schedule an interview. Please note that your 

participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol  

Title of Study: Exploring the Experiences of Young Widows Using Instagram for Grief 

Support 

Purpose and Overview 

This interview protocol is designed to elicit rich, in-depth descriptions of how young 

widows have used Instagram as a tool for navigating grief, reconstructing identity, and 

engaging in continuing bonds with their deceased partners. It also seeks to understand the 

broader grief journey and contextual factors that shape Instagram use. This protocol is 

also designed to deeply examine participants’ ongoing relational ties to their deceased 

spouse or partner, in alignment with Continuing Bonds Theory (Klass et al., 1996). By 

specifically exploring daily practices of memory-sharing and relational continuity 

through Instagram, the interview aims to understand how young widows sustain 

emotional connections in digital mourning spaces. 

Introduction & Informed Consent (5–10 minutes) 

1. Welcome & Introduction 

o “Thank you for joining me today. My name is Mariah Sandoval, and I am 

a doctoral researcher at Walden University. This interview is part of a 

study exploring how young widows engage with Instagram during their 

grief journey.” 

o “There are no right or wrong answers here—this is about your experience, 

in your own words. I deeply appreciate your willingness to share.” 

2. Informed Consent Review 
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o “Before we begin, I want to briefly go over the consent process. Your 

participation is voluntary, and you may skip any question or stop the 

interview at any time. The conversation will be audio-recorded for 

transcription purposes, but your identity will be kept confidential.” 

o “If at any point you feel emotional or need a break, just let me know.” 

3. Verbal Consent Confirmation 

o “Do you voluntarily consent to participate in this interview and to have the 

conversation recorded?” 

Instagram and the Grief Journey (45-60 minutes) 

1. “Can you tell me how you started using Instagram after your loss, and what 

motivated you to engage with the platform during your grief?” 

Purpose: Establishes context for initial Instagram use as a coping tool. 

2. “In what ways has Instagram influenced how you express your grief and connect 

with others who understand your experience?” 

Purpose: Explores emotional expression, peer support, and community 

engagement. 

3. “Have you had any particularly meaningful or difficult experiences on Instagram 

related to your grief?” 

Purpose: Elicits positive and negative interactions, emotional impact, and 

support challenges. 
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4. “Do you feel that using Instagram has helped you maintain a connection with 

your spouse or partner? If so, how?” 

Purpose: Investigates digital continuing bonds and symbolic communication. 

5. “In what ways, if any, do you find that sharing memories, photos, or moments on 

Instagram helps you continue your relationship with your spouse or partner in 

daily life?” 

Purpose: Expands on the depth of continuing bonds and moves beyond general 

connection to examine active maintenance. Anchors the interview in the central 

theoretical framework.  

6. “Looking back, how has your use of Instagram shaped your overall grief journey 

and sense of identity as a widow?” 

Purpose: Ties Instagram use to broader coping, identity reconstruction, and 

meaning making. 

Reflection & Closing (5–10 minutes) 

6. “Is there anything else you’d like to share about your experience using Instagram 

for grief support that we haven’t covered?” 

7. “How did you experience this interview? Were there any questions that felt 

especially difficult or helpful to reflect on?” 

8. “Would you like to receive a summary of the study’s findings once it’s 

complete?” 

Closing Remarks 
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• “Thank you again for your time, your openness, and your trust in sharing such 

personal experiences.” 

• “I will now share a list of grief support resources; in case you’d like additional 

support after the interview.” 

• “If anything, else comes to mind after our conversation, you are always welcome 

to reach out.” 

Post-Interview Procedures 

✅ Ask participants if they need additional support or a break. 

✅ Document nonverbal cues, emotional tone, or emergent themes in the reflexive 

journal. 

✅ Transcribe audio promptly and begin open coding using NVivo. 

✅ Integrate insights from the field test and revise protocol as needed for ongoing rigor.  
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Appendix D: Grief Support Resources for Participants  

Participant may experience emotional distress during or after discussing grief-related 

topics in this study. The following resources are provided for grief support and mental 

health assistance: 

National and Online Grief Support Resources 

Modern Widows Club (www.modernwidowsclub.org) is a nonprofit community support 

widows through peer support, mentoring, and online grief resources. Modern Widows 

Club offers virtual and local chapter support groups.  

Soaring Spirits International – Widowed Village (www.soaringspirits.org) provides 

peer-based grief support for widows of all ages. It offers online forums, virtual meetups, 

and retreats. 

The Dinner Party (www.dinnerparty.org) is a community of 20- and 30-somethings who 

have experienced loss. It facilitates small, peer-led gatherings both online and in person. 

Option B (www.optionb.org) offers articles, personal stories, and a support community 

for those facing grief, trauma, and hardship, including spousal loss. 

National Alliance for Children’s Grief (www.childrengrieve.org) provides resources 

and support for grieving children and their caregivers, including widowed parents. 

Mental Health & Counseling Services  

Psychology Today – Therapist Finder (www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists) is a 

directory to locate licensed therapists specializing in grief counseling and bereavement 

support.  
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Open Path Collective (www.openpathcollective.org) offers affordable therapy options 

for individuals, including grief counseling.  

BetterHelp (www.betterhelp.com) is online therapy platform offering access to licensed 

counselors, including those specializing in grief and loss.  

Crisis Support Resources 

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (www.988lifeline.org) is a free, confidential support for 

individuals experiencing emotional distress or crisis. Dial 988 for 24/7 support. 

Crisis Text Line (www.crisistextline.org) is a 24/7 text-based support for those in 

emotional distress. Text HOME to 741741. 

Note to Participants 

You are not alone in your grief. If you experience emotional distress during or after the 

study, please reach out to the resources above. The researcher is available to provide 

additional referrals upon request.  
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Appendix E: Eligibility Screening Survey 

Thank you for your interest in this study. Please answer the following questions to 

determine your eligibility: 

1. Are you between the ages of 18 and 45? 

   ☐ Yes     ☐ No 

2. Have you lost your spouse or partner due to death within the last five years? 

   ☐ Yes     ☐ No 

3. Do you use Instagram or another social media platform as part of your grief journey 

(e.g., posting, following grief-related accounts, engaging with widowhood communities)? 

   ☐ Yes     ☐ No 

If you answered “Yes” to all three questions, you may be eligible to participate in the 

study. The researcher will follow up with the consent form and next steps. 
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