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Abstract

This study investigates grief experiences in response to loss of a significant other among undergraduates in
University of Jos, Nigeria adopting an ex post facto survey. A total of 45 students (27 males and 18 females) with
mean age of 20 and half years completed the Texas Revised Inventory of Grief (TRIG). Three hypotheses were
tested using a two way ANOVA (Amos SPSS 21) analysis, results showed significant differences on the main effect
of Nature of Relationship (NoR) (F (1,39)=1062.08, p=0.00); with a large effect size (partial eta squared=0.90), but
not for Type of Death (ToD) (F (2,39)=1.60, p=0.21) and interaction effect (NoR*ToD) (F (2,39)=0.93, p=0.40) at the
significant level of p ≤ 0.05.Comparisonsof the mean grief score for the intimate group (M=81.62, SD=6.71) also
indicated to significantly differ from the Non-intimate group (M=27.33, SD=4.11). The import of this result is that
majority of students experience grief at moderate and high levels particularly to a significant other they have intimate
relationship with before death. It is concluded that the NoR between deceased and bereaved student is a good
determinant of grief experiences. Recommendations are made to students to learn how to respond appropriately to
bereavement to avoid complications, and education stakeholders of young people to intensify bereavement
education and support in order to prevent adverse change in health and functioning.

Keywords: Bereavement; Grief experiences; Significant other;
Undergraduates; Nigeria

Introduction
Every one of us, right from childhood tend to learn easily to

respond appropriately to the ups but it seems unnecessary or very
difficult to learn to go through the downs of life. The typical response
to any loss or disappointment is grief and bitterness, but if not taken
too far or the quicker we are able to turn away from the bitterness, the
better and more experienced we become. Indeed, the death of a loved
one can make or mar our existence. It is therefore, a great disservice to
humanity that this inevitable and essential aspect of loss education is
often neglected in family and community teachings and worse of it, not
included in our formal school curriculum in Nigeria.

Loss is a fundamental feature of human existence, particularly loss
involving death. Previous studies [1-6] indicated that bereavement is
associated with suffering for many, and with extreme mental and
physical health consequences for many. Indeed, death of a significant
fellow is traumatic and causes the bereaved to respond with intense
physical and psychological distress. Commonly reported effects agreed
by most of these researchers include among others; disruption of a
long-term bond; changes in status and roles; financial hardships and
loss of major support.

Undergraduates comprise adolescents and young adults transiting
from secondary school system to an entirely new one with multiple
demands of study and assignment datelines, challenges of social
isolation, financial independence, and detachment from family
relationships to forming new bonds and what have you. The death of a
significant other, especially one with whom strong attachment bond

exist at this time may be upsetting and traumatic to the student in the
light of unsettled adaptation to university life.

To strengthen the preceding position, Balk [7] opined that 22 to 30
percent of undergraduate students have experienced the death of a
close family member or friend within the past 12 months. Similarly,
the percentage of bereaved students rises to between 35 and 48 per cent
when the timeframe is broadened to 24 months [8]. Fletcher et al. [9]
and Social Security Administration in their separate studies estimate
that nearly 8% of those under age 25 years report having lost a sibling
and approximately 3.5% of young adults have lost a parent before the
age of 18 years. For many such students the death represents their first
experience with significant loss. Knox [10] suggests that often these
individuals lack experience with grief and may be ill prepared to deal
with the intense emotions that it invokes. To buttress students’
estranged relationship, it is noted that many college students live away
from home and the support system afforded by family and long-
standing friendships. This creates the need to work through their grief
alone in an environment that rarely supports the needs of grieving
students.

Mathews and Servaty-Seib [11] point out that when the deceased
individual played a central role in the life of the bereaved, the death
results in an increased need for introspection, reorganization and
potentially the reassessment of values and life priorities. Balk [12]
suggests that bereavement causes individuals to restructure their
understanding of self, their connection to the world, and their
relationships with others. Bereavement, therefore, has the potential to
profoundly affect a student’s ability to accomplish the day-to-day tasks
and developmental transitions associated with young adulthood.
Furthermore, student grief reactions have the capacity to undermine
student academic success and may ultimately have a negative effect on
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the student’s ability to persist in college and to accomplish their goal of
graduation. Student dropout prior to graduation has implications for
both the affected student and for the college or university they attend.
For this reason, addressing issues of grief and bereavement as they
affect students has potentially significant consequences from both a
caring view and from a retention perspective for universities.

In Nigeria today, even without accurate death statistics, deaths
resulting from HIV/AIDS, spate of suicide bomb attacks added to
incessant violent communal clashes, motor traffic and air plane
fatalities, already deplorable conditions of child and maternal health,
paints a gloomy picture of high death toll figures. For each of these
deaths, bereaves or survivors are left behind, all of whom are at high
risk of detrimental mental, social and physical health effects. In order
to arrest the devastating effects of death on bereaves, most societies
develop conditions that would enable sufferers of death loss cope
favourably. Concern for the bereaved becomes hugely magnified when
grief over the death of a loved one is compounded by related tragedies
as in the case of bomb or herdsmen attacks, when one person alone
survives the loss of an entire family, when personal injury adds to
suffering or when the violent or brutal death of a loved one is
witnessed, or when homes and livelihoods are also lost. Bereaves or
survivors of such terrible losses are particularly vulnerable to long term
adverse effects and are in special need of support and care.

Considering the intensity of the death loss experience, the large
number of people it affects, and the systematic variations with which
its consequences are distributed across populations, it can be
concluded that bereavement has far reaching implications. It affects at
some point every family and raises logistic and policy issues for social
and health service agencies of every community. The concern expected
of us (professionals) in this regard is one that goes beyond the
boundaries of clinical interest.

Bereavement research has drawn its impetus from clinical interests.
It suffices to say that studies done in this area and knowledge derived
from them have helped in increasing human wellbeing. However, most
of these research interests are restricted to the developed industrialized
sections of the world and none has tested the relationship between
bereaves and type of death. Aside the efforts of few scholars [13-15],
little is done in Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. The interest
to undertake this study is one such effort aimed at providing evidence
based information and fostering understanding of the grief processes
and reactions to bereavement. It is believed that insights gained
through this study will empower bereaves attain psychological growth
and avoid adverse health consequences. Three hypotheses were
formulated to guide the study. These include H1: There is a significant
difference between types of bereavement on students’ grief
experiences. H2: The nature of relationship to deceased will provide
the basis for significant differences in students’ grief experiences, and
H3: Both type of bereavement and nature of relationship will
determine significant differences in students’ grief experiences.

Theoretical framework
The relevant theory upon which this study hinges is the Stroebe and

Schut [16] Dual Process Model of Bereavement (DPM). Many theorists
over the years have tried to refine their propositions in an attempt to
describe more accurately how people grieve, mourn and cope with
loss, even though each theory holds similar or differing perspectives to
one another. For example, Lindemann [17], Sullivan [18] and Bowlby
[19] are adherents of “maintaining bonds with the deceased”. “Working
through grief ” is Freud’s concept, while “tasks of mourning” is

favoured by Worden [20] and Rando [21]. Rosenblatt [22] and Sanders
[1] both consider “grief as an emotional role” whereas Stroebe and
Schut [23] and Bonanno and Kaltman [24] favour the “integrative”
model. It is a common consensus among bereavement scholars that the
field has seen a shift from more traditional stage theories of grief to
more postmodern or constructivist theories [25-27].

Stroebe and Schut [6,16,23] have attempted a different type of
integration and proposed a “dual process” theory of coping with
bereavement. According to this theory, the bereaved person
undertakes in varying proportions (depending on individual as well as
cultural variations) both loss-oriented and restoration-oriented coping
behaviours. By its emphasis on both these aspects of coping behaviour,
the dual process model is not stuck in an “either/or” framework that
seems to mandate that the bereaved either “let go” of the deceased or
“hold on” to memories as theorised by adherents of “grief work” and
“maintaining attachments”. Instead, there is an “Oscillation” between
the two poles of coping behaviour. Stroebe and Schut [28] assert that
the DPM provides a framework for understanding forms of
complicated grief, such as chronic, or absent, delayed, inhibited grief
[17,29] in a way that was not nearly so differentiated or explicit in the
previous models, with chronic grievers focusing on loss, absent
grievers on restoration-oriented activities, while those who suffer a
complicated form of traumatic bereavement might be expected to have
trouble alternating smoothly between loss-and restoration-orientation,
manifesting extreme symptoms of intrusion and avoidance. For a
student to experience positive outcome from grief, s/he must alternate
(oscillate) smoothly between the two orientations (loss and
restoration). This is diametrically presented below (Figure 1):

Figure 1: Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement [16].

According to Stroebe and Schut [30] a scientific model like DPM
cannot be useful if not implemented. As a theoretical construct, the
DPM of coping has a very broad range of applications [31-33].
Particularly important is its ability to help explain patterns of grief in
diverse cultural settings as well as at different times within the same
individual. It is perhaps, the most value-free model of grief presented
to date, and it promises to be an important tool for furthering our
understanding of the many ways people respond to loss. This is the
more reason why it has been adopted for use in explaining how
students respond to loss of a significant other. It is expected that the
theory is used in this study as a tool for understanding grief, rather
than as a rigid structure from which to interpret participants’
bereavement experiences.
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Empirical review
Bereavement is the state of grieving the death of a person with

whom the bereaved individual has shared a significant relationship and
must now endure the loss. Relationships with persons we care for
combine both tangible and intangible elements, which must be
severed. According to Balk [12], what matters is acceptance of the fact
that the person is gone forever, which places us in a state of loss
(bereavement), eliciting complex reactions (grief), and finding
expression in a myriad of ways (Mourning).

Research and theory in the area of bereavement has revealed that
the human response to loss is a complex and varying process. The
diversity that exists across cultural, religious, and intrapersonal
contexts contributes to a wide range of human experiences related to
loss [34,35]. An individual’s response to the loss of a loved one is
strongly shaped by their temperament, previous experiences, and
environment [36]. Bee [34] suggested that grief is a variable process,
implying that it is affected by personality and by coping strategies.
Similarly, Lewis and Trzinski [37] indicated that an individual’s
response to death depends on many factors, including access to social
support, family dynamics, sex, culture/ethnic heritage, personality,
cognitive capacity, and past coping resources. In addition, existential
factors such as religion and spirituality can impact the way individuals
grieve. In a quantitative study of widows and widowers, Fry [38]
discovered that spirituality, personal meaning, and religiosity have a
demonstrated impact on well-being after the loss of a spouse.

Some scholars have emphasized that the vulnerability of this age
group (i.e., 18-25-year-olds) to bereavement. Psychological responses
to loss of a family member or friend are complex and vary in intensity
and types of symptoms [39]. Grief, to this group is associated with
academic difficulties and may interfere with the developmental,
occupational, and social tasks associated with young adulthood
[40-42]. In fact, bereaved young adults often experience intense and
prolonged grief, decrement in health, increased physician visits for
both physical and emotional problems, and increased drug, alcohol,
and tobacco use after loss [29,43-45].

For most individuals, the experience of losing a loved one represents
a profound and transformative life event [34]. While current research
reveals a broad range of emotional, behavioural, cognitive, and
spiritual responses to grief [36], there are also several universal factors
[35]. For example, in most cultures, it is common for individuals to
express feelings of sadness and loss in response to the death of
someone significant [35]. Fry [38] noted the universality of ceremonies
and rituals associated with grief. In addition, Lobar, et al. [46] found
that, across cultures, bereavement is heavily influenced by religious
and spiritual beliefs.

Schwartzberg and Janoff-Bulman [47] found that the college student
who had lost a parent exhibited a world view that differed from that of
students who had not experienced such a loss. The study demonstrated
that bereaved students see the world as less meaningful. It further
suggested a positive connection between the grief intensity and
randomness and a negative correlation between beliefs associated with
justice, controllability and self-worth. Students experiencing
bereavement may encounter a wide array of grief reactions. Balk and
Vesta [40] explain that the symptoms of grief may affect the bereaved
individual over a number of dimensions, including physical,
behavioural, social, cognitive, emotional and spiritual elements. The
intensity and relative intricacy of the grief experience are affected by a
number of variables. Balk [40] explains three factors that influence

cognitive appraisal of a crisis: 1. Background and personal factor (e.g.,
family history in dealing with crises). 2. Event-related factors (e.g., the
extent to which the crisis was anticipated). 3. Environmental factors
(e.g., the quality of social support).

Balk maintains that cognitive appraisal triggers coping skills as well
as adaptive tasks. The severity of bereavement-associated symptoms
can be viewed on a continuum from minimal and transitory to
intensely disruptive and persistent. According to Balk et al. [48],
complicated grief results when an individual suffers significantly
negative symptomology that culminates in an inability to successfully
adjust to the loss of their loved one.

Research has also demonstrated that there are many factors
correlated to an individual’s ability to successfully adjust to a grief and
loss experience [49]. In their longitudinal study of 125 bereaved
individuals, Henderson et al. [50] identified several coping factors
related to grief and loss. Self-efficacy was strongly correlated to
adjustment and an individual’s belief in his or her ability to cope with
loss; those who reported higher levels of self-efficacy appeared to
adjust better to the loss of a loved one [50]. In addition, the presence of
social support for bereaved individuals was correlated with successful
coping [50]. Finally, an individual’s mental and physical health prior to
the grief experience is significantly correlated with healthy adjustment
to grief and loss [50]. In conclusion, students suffering the loss of a
close friend or family member may experience effects across multiple
dimensions. In the midst of bereavement, students may feel
unsupported, isolated, or disconnected from the college experience.
These effects have the potential to negatively impact the student’s
ability to succeed in their coursework and other endeavours.

Methods

Research design
A cross sectional ex post facto survey was adopted to collect data

from the students. This research design was considered most
appropriate because cross sectional surveys enable researchers to study
a phenomenon at one time or to gather data from multiple groups at
the same time and the ex post facto is a non-experimental design that
is used to investigate causal relationships by examining whether one or
more pre-existing conditions could possibly have caused subsequent
differences in groups of subjects without manipulation of conditions.
In a study like this where bereavement as a state of having lost
someone significant applies to all the students, these characteristics
uphold the assumption of pre-existing conditions which warrants the
choice of ex post facto design. This enables the researcher to discover
whether differences between groups have resulted in an observed
difference in the independent variable.

Participants
The purposeful sampling strategy concept based sampling was

adopted for participants in this study. Participants were bereaved
students (n=45) who had lost a parent (33.3%; n=15), sibling (35.6%;
n=16), or a relative/close friend (31.1%; n=14) within the past 3 years.
Thirty one percent experienced death within 1 year, thirty eight
percent in two years and thirty one in 3 years. They comprised males
(60%; n=27) and females (40% n=18) aged between 15 to 29 years,
with average mean age of 20 and half years stratified in groups of 5-
year interval with average mean age of 24 years, from different ethnic
groups: Hausa/Fulani (24% n=11); Igbo(27% n=12); Yoruba (27%
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n=12) and others, (22% n=10) and religion: Islam (29% n=13); and
Christianity(71% n=32).

Instrument
The Faschingbauer et al. [51] Texas Revised Inventory of Grief

(TRIG) was used to measure grief experiences of undergraduates. The
TRIG has two subscales: Present Emotional Feelings (13 items) and
Past Behaviour (eight items). Items contain sentences of personal
description to which the participant responds on a five-point scale
(1=completely false to 5=completely true). Examples of Present
Emotional Feelings items are 1) “I still cry when I think of the person
who died. 2) I still get upset when I think about the person who died.
“While examples of Past Behaviour items are: 1) “After this person
died I found it hard to get along with certain people. 2) I found it hard
to work well after this person died.” A higher score indicated higher
intensity of grief and vice versa. Neimeyer [6] summarized the TRIG’s
psychometric qualities. Internal consistency for the two subscales
ranges from 0.77 to 0.87 (Current Grief) and 0.86 to 0.89 (Past
Disruption). In the original manual, Faschingbauer [51] reported the
use of exploratory factor analysis to achieve construct validity and
select items with factor loadings greater than 0.40. Convergent validity
is supported by a coefficient of 0.87 with the Inventory of Traumatic
Grief.

Procedures
The lecture rooms were venues for administration of questionnaires.

Permission was sought from the lecturer before commencement of
lecture. Participants were informed that they would be asked to
participate in the study if they had experienced a recent loss, as the
study is interested in how relationships with the deceased affect how
people grieve. Those who experienced loss within the past three years
and willing to respond raised their hands and were served the
questionnaire. Participants were notified that they could withdraw at
any point in the study without penalty or loss of course credit. After
completion of the questionnaires; the participants were debriefed, and
thanked for their time. Participation lasted between 5 to 10 min.

Approach to statistical analyses
Differences among students’ grief between Type of Death (ToD)

(Parent, Sibling and other) and Nature of Relationship (NoR) (Intimate
and Non-intimate) were evaluated through descriptive analysis
(frequency distribution) and two-way ANOVA. Statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS Statistics 21 (IBM Corporation, 2012).

Results
The following section presents all the results generated from data

beginning with descriptive to inferential analysis.

Descriptive analysis

Descriptive Statistics

Dependent Variable: Total grief experience score

Type of death
(deceased)

NOR to
deceased

Mean Std.
Deviation

N

Parent Intimate 82.2857 5.96418 7

Non-intimate 27.75 4.46414 8

Total 53.2 28.60619 15

Sibling Intimate 84.3333 7.96869 9

Non-intimate 27.4286 2.69921 7

Total 59.4375 29.77912 16

Other Intimate 78 4.47214 8

Non-intimate 26.6667 5.50151 6

Total 56 26.78404 14

Total Intimate 81.625 6.71023 24

Non-intimate 27.3333 4.11501 21

Total 56.2889 27.95583 45

Table 1: Summary means and standard deviations of ToB and NOR are
presented.

Table 1 above presents the means, standard deviations and number
of participants in each group of Type of Death based on the Nature of
Relationship. Parent has an Intimate mean of 82.29 and SD of 5.96; and
Non-intimate mean of 27.75 and SD of 4.46. Sibling has an Intimate
mean of 84.33; SD of 7.97 and Non-intimate mean of 27.43; SD of 2.70.
Finally, Other Intimate mean stood at 78.00, SD of 4.47 and Non-
intimate mean of 26.67 and SD of 5.50.

Dependent Variable: Total grief experience score

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta Squared

Corrected Model 33191.268a 5 6638.254 216.469 0 0.965

Intercept 131014.1 1 131014.1 4272.284 0 0.991

TOD 98.42 2 49.21 1.605 0.214 0.076

NOR 32569.85 1 32569.85 1062.081 0 0.965

TOD * NOR 57.014 2 28.507 0.93 0.403 0.046

Error 1195.976 39 30.666
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Total 176967 45

Corrected Total 34387.24 44

a. R Squared=0.965 (Adjusted R Squared=0.961)

Table 2: Tests of between-subjects effects.

In Table 2 above, a two-way between-groups analysis of variance
was conducted to explore the impact of Type of Death (ToD) and
Nature of Relationship (NoR) on levels of grief as measured by the
Texas Revised Inventory of Grief (TRIG). Participants were divided
into three groups according to the deceased status [Parent, Sibling or
Significant Other (Friend/Aunt/Uncle)]. The interaction effect between
ToD and NoR was not statistically significant, F (2,39)=0.93, p=0.40.
There was neither statistically significant main effect for ToD,F
(2,39)=1.60, p =0.21, However, there was statistically significant main
effect for NoR, F (1,39)=1062.08, p=0005. Using the commonly used
guidelines proposed by Cohen: 0.01=small effect, 0.06=moderate
effect, 0.14=large effect, this result suggests a very large effect size
(partial eta squared=0.96). Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey
HSD test indicated that the mean score for the group that lost a Parent
(M=53.20, SD=28.60) was significantly different from the group that
lost a Sibling (M=59.43, SD=29.77). The group that lost a Significant
Other (M=56.00, SD=26.78) did not differ significantly from either of
the other groups (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Differences in the nature of relationship between deceased
(person who died) and bereaved students for intimate and non-
intimate conditions.

Discussion and Conclusion
The study sought to determine whether the type of death and nature

of relationship with deceased influenced the grief experiences of
undergraduates. Three hypotheses were tested. H1: There is a
significant difference between types of bereavement on students’ grief
experiences. H2: The nature of relationship to deceased will provide
the basis for significant differences in students’ grief experiences, and

H3: Both type of bereavement and nature of relationship will
determine significant differences in students’ grief experiences.

Results of the study did not support the 1st and 3rd hypotheses, but
supported the 2nd hypothesis which purports that the nature of
relationship to deceased will provide the basis for significant
differences in students’ grief experiences. This means that people
experience some amount of grief in response to the death of a
significant other but the intensity of the grief is explained by the degree
of relationship between the deceased and bereaved. The more intimate
the student is to the deceased, irrespective of type of death, the more
grief s/he experienced; and the less intimate, the less the amount of
grief.

Classifying the total grief scores into a categorical binned variable of
low, moderate and high, the results indicated that only 35% fell within
low category, the remaining 65% of scores fell within the moderate and
high scores. This demonstrates that majority of undergraduates are
grossly affected by the loss of a significant other and undergo moderate
to high levels of grief which could be detrimental to their academic
performance and wellbeing in general. This finding is consistent with
the views of Zisook and Lyons [39] in which they averred that
psychological responses to loss of a family member or friend are
complex and vary in intensity and types of symptoms. Also, this
finding is in agreement with the views of some scholars [40-42] who
have highlighted vulnerability of undergraduates to bereavement. The
scholars attributed academic difficulties to grief that have tendency to
interfere with other critical areas of life for this group if not properly
resolved.

As suggested by Bee [34], Fry [38], and Lewis and Trzinski [37],
grief is a variable process affected by many factors. The finding of this
study has suggested the contribution of nature of relationship with
deceased as an essential factor to the relationship dynamics in
determining grief responses to death, thereby filling a void in the body
of literature on grief experiences especially among students.

In conclusion, even though an individual’s response to death
depends on many factors, including access to social support, sex,
culture/ethnic heritage, personality, cognitive capacity, and past coping
resources, as well as existential factors such as religion and spirituality,
family dynamics (relationship with the deceased) has shown to greatly
influence students’ grief responses to the death of a significant other
more than sex. Students are encouraged to seek counselling services at
the slightest notice of grief problems, while university authorities
should partner with health professionals to organize bereavement
education seminar and intensify grief counselling strategies as this
would help reduce adverse effect of bereavement on students.
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