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Abstract

We identified factors associated with higher levels of grief and support needs among
711 people bereaved during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK (deaths 16 March
2020-2 January 2021). An online survey assessed grief using the Adult Attitude to Grief
(AAG) scale, which calculates an overall index of vulnerability (IOV) (range 0-36), and
practical and emotional support needs in |3 domains. Participants’ mean age was 49.5
(SD 12.9); 628 (88.6%) female. Mean age of deceased 72.2 (SD 16.1). 311 (43.8%)
deaths were from confirmed/suspected COVID-19. High overall levels of grief and
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support needs were observed; 28.2% exhibited severe vulnerability (index of vul-
nerability >24). Grief and support needs were higher for close relationships with the
deceased (vs. more distant) and reported social isolation and loneliness (p < 0.001), and
lower when age of deceased was above 40-50. Other associated factors were place of
death and health professional support post-death (p < 0.05).
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Introduction

Over 6.4 million people have died of COVID-19 globally (as of July 2022), leaving
over 57.6 million people bereaved (Verdery et al., 2020). Pandemic infection control
restrictions have had a detrimental impact on end-of-life and bereavement experiences,
regardless of cause of death. Lack of contact with family and friends at the time of death
and funeral restrictions have been particularly distressing (Hanna et al., 2021; Torrens-
Burton et al., 2022). Studies during (Breen, Lee, & Neimeyer, 2021; Maarten C. Eisma
et al., 2021; Mayland et al., 2021) and before the pandemic (Kentish-Barnes et al.,
2015; Kristensen et al., 2012) have found that traumatic end-of-life experiences and
sudden deaths, which are common in COVID-19, exacerbate the severity of grief
experiences. Disruptions to support networks also increase risks of poor bereavement
outcomes (Lobb et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2020), although the impact of the pandemic in
this regard is not yet fully understood.

To inform clinical practice and bereavement support provision and direct resource
allocation, evidence is needed to identify groups potentially at risk of difficulties in their
grief and/or high levels of support needs. There is a growing relevant evidence base,
primarily from studies conducted in China (Tang & Xiang, 2021; Tang etal., 2021) and
North America (Breen, Lee, & Neimeyer, 202 1; Breen, Mancini, et al., 2021; Downar
et al., 2022; Neimeyer & Lee, 2021), however findings to date are inconsistent. In
particular, there is a lack of consensus on whether bereavement due to COVID-19
deaths is associated with worse outcomes than deaths due to other causes during the
pandemic (Breen, Mancini, et al., 2021; Downar et al., 2022; Gang et al., 2022; Shahini
et al., 2022); whether and how the context of the death, including physical presence
before or at the time of death, is associated with bereavement outcomes (Downar et al.,
2022; Neimeyer & Lee, 2021); and whether and how demographic characteristics such
as relationship with the deceased relate to bereavement outcomes (Downar et al., 2022;
Tang & Xiang, 2021). There has also been little examination of factors associated with
bereaved people’s self-reported needs for support.

We conducted a mixed-methods study of bereavement during the pandemic in the
UK to contribute to this evidence base. In previous papers, we described sub-optimal
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