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ABSTRACT 

There are many documented differences between men and women; however, differences 

in grieving and coping have not been explored deeply. This study examines differences 

between the coping styles and emotionality of widows and widowers. We examined 

Internet posts of 16 individuals (9 widows and 7 widowers) on bereavement blogs 

immediately, three months, six months, and one year after the death of the spouse. Each 

blog post was coded using a specialized system for certain positive and negative 

emotions and coping related behaviors. Results showed that there are gender differences 

over time between men and women with women showing more love to their deceased 

partner than men, men showing more happiness over time than women, and women 

maintaining a stronger connection with their deceased spouse than men. These 

differences may reflect the societal pressures that men and women face to fit into a 

certain norm. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Grief situations, specifically the death of someone close, are an unfortunate part 

of human life. Coping is the process that occurs as result of this grief. As Lazarus and 

Folkman described it, coping is “a constantly changing cognitive and behavioral [effort] 

to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or 

exceeding the resources of a person” (1984, p. 141). In other words, coping is utilized to 

enable humans to continue functioning in the face of difficulties.  

GENDER DIFFERENCES 

 Coping with grief is an experience that nearly everyone faces at some point in 

their lives, and there is considerable variability in how individuals cope with grief. One 

variable linked to differences in coping styles is gender.  For example, Laurence and 

colleagues (2005) found that an avoidant style of coping with the loss of a parent was 

associated with symptoms of depression among women, but not men. Similarly, grief 

work, a common focus of grief therapy has been shown to be effective for men grieving 

spousal loss, but did not impact women’s recovery from grief (Stroebe & Stroebe, 1991).  

  In a study by Tamres, Janicki, and Helgeson (2002), the researchers conducted a 

meta-analysis and found that men and women appraise events in different ways and that 

this appraisal affects how men and women cope and express their emotions. Specifically, 

they found that women tend to seek more emotional support and ruminate. Interestingly 

though, the researchers found that other differences between the sexes were more a result 

of the situation and nature of the stressful event (i.e., losing a job, death of someone 

close, big exam).  
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Moreover, Genuchi and Valdez (2014) argue that men and women differ because 

men feel pressure to adhere to certain gender norms that assert their virility. These norms 

result in different expressions of emotions like anger and depression. Another study by 

Creighton, Oliffe, Butterwick, and Saewyc (2013) explained that young men that lose a 

close friend experience discomfort in the face of grief because of the social constructions 

of masculinity. These men often responded to their grief by being stoic or expressing 

feelings of anger or emptiness. 

 In addition to differences in coping, men and women may also differ in general 

writing style. In a meta-analysis of 14,000 different text samples using LIWC, 

researchers discovered a variety of differences between the writing styles of men and 

women. The overall findings of the analysis show that women have the proclivity to use 

words that relate to social and psychological processes and making social connections. 

Men, conversely, write more about impersonal topics and tend to write as a means of 

information transmission. In addition, the researchers discovered that men use more 

words overall, but women are wordier and tend to write longer sentences. Another 

interesting finding was that women are more direct and men have the tendency to ask 

more questions. The researchers also concluded that women usually write more about 

emotion than men (Newman et al. 2008). These differences are important because they 

may provide clues as to why men and women experience grief differently when they 

write about their bereavement experience. 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 

The present study looked at gender differences in the expression of emotion, the 

use of different coping strategies, and indices of recovery from grief by analyzing grief 

blogs of individuals coping with spousal loss.   

   We hypothesized that women would express more emotion in their grief blog posts than 

men, and that they would express more ambivalence about moving forward in the coping 

process than men would. The particular focus of our study was on the differences in male 

and female grief writing found in Internet grief blogs. We analyzed the content of the 

blogs to determine the emotional expression, behavior, and overall indices of recovery for 

men and women.  

 Alternatively, it may also be possible that there are not substantial differences 

between men and women and their word use when coping with a loss. A study by Mehl et 

al. (2007) measured the amount of words that women and men spoke on a daily basis 

using a small recording device called EAR (electronically activated recorder). 

Researchers found that the difference in the amount of words that men and women use 

was not statistically significant. While Mehl’s study focuses merely on quantity, the study 

suggests that some presumed gender differences might be based on stereotypes rather 

than on actual behavioral differences. The current research may therefore also show 

similarities between men and women in some respects.  
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METHODS 

PARTICIPANTS 

 This experiment utilized 16 grief blogs of bereaved individuals (nine widows and 

seven widowers). Writers of the grief blogs were seven males and nine females that had 

lost a spouse.  

DESIGN AND PROCEDURES 

 We chose the grief blogs by utilizing the search engine Google. There are several 

online bereavement “communities” and resources for the grieving, and many of these 

communities contained links to popular grief blogs. The blogs chosen were based on the 

following requirements: (1) The blogs concerned the recent death of a spouse; (2) The 

writing on the blog must have occurred over a period of one year or more. This is done so 

that we can track changes in the writing on the blog. For our analysis, we looked at four 

blog posts: one post immediately after the death, and then longitudinally at three months, 

six months, and one year. (3) The writing on the blog must have begun immediately after 

the death of the loved one. Some bereaved individuals kept special interest blogs before 

their loved one died. After the death, however, the focus on the blog was on the loved 

one. In other cases the grieving person started the blog to exclusively write about his or 

her experiences. The immediacy after the death is important because it captures those 

specific feelings and emotions. (4) The blogs must have been updated. It is important that 

the blog was updated so that we can monitor the progress of the grieving individual. (5) 

The length of the posts is important because the entire analysis is about the writing styles 

of the bereaved. Though there was no maximum, the minimum amount of words was 20. 
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Finally, we excluded blogs concerning a spouse who committed suicide, as this kind of 

death may have some unique features beyond the scope of this research.  

 MEASURES 

After collecting the posts, each post was coded so that they could be 

quantitatively analyzed (See Appendix I). First, the presence of several different positive 

emotions (love, gratitude, and happiness) and negative emotions and associated behaviors 

(sadness, anger, guilt, missing, and crying) within the post was coded using categories of 

“yes” or “no”.  In addition, we coded certain behavioral characteristics including: feeling 

responsible for the death, feelings of regret (either over the death itself, past experiences 

between the bereaved and the deceased, or experiences that will never happen), feelings 

of social support and feelings of lack of social support, reality testing, efforts and 

difficulties at moving forward, efforts at maintaining a connection with the deceased, and 

suppression of emotions. These characteristics were coded on a scale of zero to three; 

with zero meaning that the characteristic was absent from the post, one meaning that 

there was only minor mention of the characteristic in the post, two meaning that the 

characteristic was prominent, but it was not the main focus of the post, and three meaning 

that the characteristic was very strongly displayed. For example, to code “reality testing” 

a “0” corresponds to the acceptance of the spouse’s death. There is no mention of 

disbelief that the spouse has died. A “1” alludes to the forgetting or disbelief that the 

death has occurred (but it is not discussed directly in the post). A “2” corresponds to 

times where participants forget that their spouse had died or participants have disbelief 

about the death. Finally, “3” corresponds to forgetting that the spouse has died or a level 

of disbelief that causes the death to play a prominent role in the blog post. The blog post 
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centers on activity that indicates the blogger isn’t accepting their spouse’s death, like 

writing to them or talking to them. 

DATA ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

 ANOVA on the coded data was utilized to examine gender differences and 

changes over time. 

 

RESULTS 

To test our hypotheses we conducted 2(gender) x 4(time) repeated measure 

ANOVAs on each coded item separately.   

For the positive emotions, only expressions of love and happiness showed 

significant gender differences. For love, there was a main effect for gender F(3,15) = 

6.81, p < .05 (Figure 1), with women reporting greater expression of love toward their 

deceased spouse (M = 1.67, SD = 0.87) than men (M = 0.57, SD = 0.76). 

Figure'1')'Mean'Ratings'of'Expressions'of'Love'by'Gender'

&
F(3,15)(=(6.81,(p(<(.05(

&
 The main effect for time and the interaction did not reach significance.  
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For happiness, there was a main effect for gender F(3,15) = 4.645, p < .05 

(Figure 2), with men reporting more happiness (M = 0.71, SD = 0.76) than women (M = 

0.11, SD = 0.33).  The main effect for time and the interaction also did not reach 

significance. There were no effects for the gratitude emotion. 

Figure'2')'Mean'Ratings'of'Happiness'by'Gender'

&
F(3,15)(=(4.645,(p(<(.05(

  For the negative emotions, there was a nearly significant interaction between 

gender and time for guilt, F(3,15) = 2.74, p = .055 (Figure 3), with women showing a 

slight increase in guilt over time, and men showing a slight decrease over time.  

However, the main effects for time and gender were not significant.  

Figure'3'–'Interaction'of'Guilt'by'Gender'and'Time'

&
F(3,15)(=(2.74,(p(=(.055 
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Unexpectedly, there were no significant differences among participants for the other 

negative emotions (sadness, anger, crying, and missing the deceased). 

Several of the coded coping related behaviors indicated differences for gender and 

time. For reports of trying to maintain a connection with the deceased, we found that 

there was a significant main effect for gender F(3,15) = 7.83, p < .05 (Figure 4) with 

women engaging more strongly in these efforts (M = 3.33, SD = 2.5) than men (M = 

0.57, SD = 0.78). Like the expressions of love and happiness, the main effect for time 

and the interaction did not reach significance.  

Figure'4')'Mean'Ratings'of'Maintaining'a'Connection'by'Gender'

&
F(3,15)(=(7.83,(p(<(.05(( 

 

When analyzing suppression of emotions, there was a main effect for time, 

F(3,15) = 2.28, p = 0.093, and a marginally significant interaction between gender and 

time, F(3,15) = 2.28, p = 0.093. Generally, there was less suppression over time, but the 

interaction showed that women were low in suppression throughout, whereas men 

suppressed at time 1 and reduced their suppression at subsequent times. Women reported 

no efforts at suppressing their emotions, while men reported a decrease in emotion 

suppression over time. Upon analysis of reality testing, we found a significant main effect 
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with time F(3,15) = 3.7, p < .02 with both men and women decreasing in their reported 

reality testing over time. Essentially, they began to believe that there spouse was truly 

deceased. Finally, there was a significant main effect of time for efforts at moving 

forward F(3,15) = 4.31, p = .01, with both men and women increasing in the efforts to 

move forward over time.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The results of this study showed support for the hypothesis with gender 

differences in expressions of love, happiness, guilt, emotion suppression, and desire to 

maintain a connection. These differences may be a result of the varying societal pressures 

upon women and men to cope. There are expectations that women and men should cope 

in a certain way, such as expressing love or being stoic, respectively. As a result, some of 

the bloggers may have felt pressure to convey a certain message in their blog posts, either 

consciously or unconsciously. 

  Conversely, we found that there are some areas, such as expressing sadness, 

reality testing, and efforts at moving forward, where men and women exhibited similar 

behaviors. These results, though different from the results listed above, may occur 

because they are not as deeply tied to societal expectations. Research shows that with 

time, individuals, regardless of gender, begin to “move on”.  However, societal 

expectations probably would lead one to expect differences in expressions of sadness, 

anger, and crying, but no such differences were found.  

  Because of the small sample size, an important next step will be to find more 

participants for a follow-up study. This may enhance some of the effects within our 
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results. In addition, the use of blog posts limits us to examining only a certain type of 

person (one that chooses to publicly write for support/attention/etc.). In order to examine 

coping more generally, we will need to examine samples outside of blog posts, such as 

diaries. Finally, each blog post was collected at a certain period of time, and may not 

reflect the content of the entire blog. Random selection of posts may give a more 

representative sample than choosing say, one year from the death, when obviously the 

deceased is very much on the mind of the living.   

 Future directions may include examining the relationship between the type of 

death (sudden versus expected, violent versus nonviolent, etc.) and the associated 

emotions. In addition, it may also be interesting to study the bereaved individuals over a 

longer period of time, such as five years. Ultimately, if we are better able to understand 

patterns of how men and women cope with the loss of a spouse, we will be able to 

provide better support to these grieving people taking gender differences into account.  
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Appendix I 

Grief Blog Coding System 

Demographics 

Blog Name:   

Blog Purpose:  

Age of blogger:     

Ethnicity of blogger:  

Occupation of blogger:  

Age of person at death: 

Cause of death: 

Type of death: 

 Expected 

  0 – expected 

  1 – unexpected 

 Sudden 

  0 – sudden 

  1 – gradual/prolonged  

 Violent 

  0 –no 

  1 – yes 

 

Children: 

 0 – no children 

 1 – young or dependent children 

 2 – adult children 

Audience of blog post 

 0 – general blog reading audience 

 1 – written directly to friends, family, and loved ones still living 

 2 – written to spouse 
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Expression of negative emotions; 0  = No mention of the emotion; 1 = Presence of 

emotion within blog post. 

 Sadness 

 Anger 

 Guilt 

Does blogger report crying? 

 0 – no 

 1- yes 

Does blogger report missing the person who has died? 

 0 – no 

 1 - yes 

Expression of positive emotion (do we want to cite specific emotions?) 

 Gratitude 

 Love 

 Happiness 

Feeling responsible for person’s death 

 0 – no mention of responsibility for person’s death 

1 – allusion to responsibility for person’s death, like maybe they should have done 

something to prevent it 

2 – mention ways in which they might have prevented the person’s death, but 

understand that in reality there was nothing they could do 

3 – feel responsible for the person’s death, mention ways they could have 

prevented it, without a sense that there was nothing they could do 

Past regrets 

0 – person does not disclose any past regrets about the person who had passed 

away 

1 – person alludes to regrets they may have about things they wanted to do or 

didn’t do with the person who died, but does not discuss any examples directly 

2 – person mentions specific regrets that they have about things they wanted to do 

or didn’t do with the person who died 
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3 – past regrets about things they wanted to do or didn’t do with the person who 

died feature prominently in the blog post 

Social support 

 0 – no mention of reaching out to friends or family for support 

1 – alludes to friends or family providing social support, but does not discuss it 

directly 

 2 – mentions times in which friends and family offered support 

 3 – mentions relying heavily on support from friends and family 

Reports of people not being supportive 

0 – no mention of feeling that others aren’t supportive, or are expecting them to 

move on or behave differently than they’re behaving 

1 – expresses concerns about other people not being supportive 

2 – mentions times that people were unsupportive, maybe a time in which 

someone thought the blogger should move on more quickly (or slowly) 

3 – other people’s lack of support or understanding features prominently in the 

post – may report wanting to be alone, or a sense that people are expecting them 

to be at a different point in the grief process than they are 

Reality testing 

0 – has come to accept spouse’s death and makes no mention of disbelief or 

forgetting that their spouse has died 

1 – alludes to forgetting or not believing the death has occurred, but doesn’t 

discuss it directly 

2 – mentions times that they have forgotten their spouse has died or disbelief at 

their death 

3 – forgetting the spouse has died or disbelief at the death plays a prominent role 

in the blog post, blog post centers around activity that indicates the blogger isn’t 

accepting their spouse’s death, like writing to them or talking to them 

Efforts at moving forward 

 0 – no efforts to move forward without their spouse 

1 – thinking about making efforts to move forward, but haven’t made any 

 2 – have begun to make small changes in effort to move forward 
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3 – have made large changes in effort to move forward 

Difficulties moving forward 

 0 – no report of difficulties moving forward 

 1 – allusions to difficulties moving forward 

2 –some difficulty moving forward, may report short lasting, unwanted and 

intrusive thoughts about the person who has died  

3 – considerable difficulty moving forward, reports long lasting or frequent, and 

overwhelming  unwanted and intrusive thoughts about the person who has died 

Efforts at maintaining a connection 

 0 – no efforts at maintaining a connection to the deceased 

1 – small efforts at maintaining a connection to the deceased, like taking special 

time to remember them on important dates 

2 – some efforts at maintaining a connection 

3 – efforts at maintaining a connection feature prominently in the blog post, like 

writing that they fear forgetting the deceased or losing their connection to them 

Efforts at suppressing emotional response 

 0 – no efforts at suppressing emotion 

1 – alludes to efforts of trying to “be strong” or “put on a brave face” 

2 – mentions direct efforts taken to appear to be doing better or hide feelings from 

others 

3 – significant efforts at hiding feelings from others 

 

 


