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The impact of continuing bonds following bereavement: A systematic review

Helen Hewsona, Niall Galbraitha, Claire Jonesa, and Gemma Heathb

aSchool of Psychology, University of Wolverhampton, Wolverhampton, UK; bSchool of Psychology, Aston University, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Following bereavement, continuing bonds (CBs) include engaging with memories, illusions,
sensory and quasi-sensory perceptions, hallucinations, communication, actions, and belief
that evoke an inner relationship with the deceased. To date, the literature has been unable
to confirm whether retaining, rather than relinquishing, bonds is helpful. A mixed studies
systematic literature search explored how CBs affect grief. Studies on the effect or experi-
ence of CBs on adjustment following bereavement were eligible for inclusion. Six computer-
ized databases were searched. A total of 79 of 319 screened studies were included. Three
themes were derived from the thematic analysis: (1) comfort and distress, (2) ongoing bonds
and relational identity, and (3) uncertainty, conceptualizing, and spirituality. Themes describe
the role of CBs for the accommodation of the death story, transformation of the relation-
ship, meaning reconstruction, identity processes, and affirmation of spiritual belief. Results
shed light on the adaptive potentials for CBs.

Introduction

Continuing Bonds (CBs) are defined as an ongoing
inner relationship with the deceased (Klass et al.,
2014). CBs include attempts to keep memories alive
through dialogue with others, engagement with pos-
sessions and photographs, and use of the deceased as
a role model. Following an interdisciplinary review,
Kamp et al. (2020) proposed the use of the term
“Sensory and Quasi-Sensory experiences of the
deceased” (SED) to address sensory and perception-
like CBs phenomenon that include visual, auditory,
tactile, and olfactory features, or more general sense
of the deceased being somehow present or nearby.
SED includes seeing the deceased appear, receiving
communication from them, hearing their voice, or
sensing their presence. SEDs have been conceptualized
as continued presence (Hayes & Leudar, 2016), anom-
alous experiences (Cooper, 2017), sense of presence
(Steffen & Coyle, 2011), bereavement hallucinations
(Grimby, 1993; Kamp et al., 2019; Olson et al., 1985;
Rees, 1971), after death communication (Daggett,
2005) and spiritual experiences (Jahn & Spencer-
Thomas, 2014; Sormanti & August, 1997).

CBs research has distinguished adaptive and mal-
adaptive potentials following bereavement (Field et al.,

2003; Stroebe & Schut, 2005). In accordance with
attachment theory, the internalization of CBs as a
secure base is considered adaptive, whereas external-
ized CBs, such as hallucinations and illusions are asso-
ciated with unresolved loss (Field & Filanosky, 2010).
While some associate CBs with concurrent meaning
reconstruction (Klass et al., 2014), others conceptual-
ize it as a proximity-seeking behavior and loss avoid-
ance strategy that prolongs grief (Maccallum &
Bryant, 2013). Despite investigation, studies have been
unable to confirm whether retaining, rather than
relinquishing bonds is helpful following bereavement
(Root & Exline, 2014; Stroebe & Schut, 2005).
Research has therefore turned to examine determi-
nants and consequences of types and facets of CBs.

Until recently, research into CBs has emphasized
the measurement of grief-related distress as a marker
of adjustment (Stroebe et al., 2012; Stroebe & Schut,
2005). As findings are complicated by the overlapping
nature of CBs and grief (Schut et al., 2006) some
argue that CBs may be one of the ways that grief
manifests (Kamp, Moskowitz, et al., 2022). Though
associations between CBs are well-supported (Field
et al., 2013; Lalande & Bonanno, 2006; Lipp &
O’Brien, 2022), research is beginning to show that
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CBs have the potential to bring practical, spiritual,
and meaning-orientated outcomes that point to adap-
tive potentials (Black et al., 2022; Field et al., 2013;
Field & Filanosky, 2010; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022;
Neimeyer et al., 2006; Stroebe & Schut, 2005).
Authors have therefore called for a reconceptualiza-
tion of what constitutes a “good outcome” following
bereavement (Steffen & Coyle, 2011).

Aims of the review

This review builds on knowledge of CBs and their
impact on bereavement outcomes, seeking to synthesize
existing literature and identify gaps for further research.
Previous reviews have examined the integration of
attachment theory, bereavement models (Stroebe et al.,
2010), CB type (Kamp et al., 2020), and the impact of
suicide and traumatic loss on CBs (Goodall et al., 2022).
The current review aims to explore a broader question
“How do CBs impact bereavement?” It is the first
review to systematically collate and synthesize evidence
concerning the role and impact of CBs for the bereaved,
across a range of outcomes.

Methods

Protocol and registration

A review protocol was developed following PRISMA-P
guidelines and registered on the Prospero inter-
national prospective register of systematic
reviews related to health and social sciences (see
https://www.crd.yor.ac.uk/prospero, registration num-
ber: CRD42021227075).

Eligibility criteria

Studies were eligible if they reported on the experi-
ence or impact of CBs following bereavement in
adults (18 years upwards). CBs were defined as a con-
tinued bond with a significant other, after their death.
A general unified category for CBs included engaging
with memories, possessions, sense of presence experi-
ences, after-death communication, voices, visions, and
spiritual experiences. Studies had to report qualitative
or quantitative outcomes following bereavement (e.g.,
grief, post-traumatic growth, meaning). Only studies
reporting the loss of a person, and not pets, were
included. Only empirical quantitative and/or qualita-
tive research published in English were included. No
restrictions were placed on the publication date or
location of the research.

Information sources and systematic search

The scope of the review was identified using the
Context, How, Issues, Population (CHIP) tool out-
lined by Shaw (2010). Context attended to bereave-
ment; How addressed the inclusion of qualitative and
quantitative studies; Issues addressed the impact and
experience of CBs, and Population addressed a focus
on bereaved adults. A search strategy was structured
using key search terms combined with AND/OR
(Boolean logic). Search terms included: bereavement
OR grief OR mourning AND “continuing bond�” OR
presence OR “afterlife” OR “after death
communication” OR “bereavement hallucination”
NOT PETS. The strategy was used to systematically
search the following electronic databases from incep-
tion until February 2021: PsycINFO, CINAHL,
Pubmed, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences
Collection, SOCINDEX, and Web of Science. Grey lit-
erature was identified by searching Ethos e-theses, and
by screening the reference lists of included studies. A
search of Google Scholar was conducted in February
2023 to capture newly published studies and reports.

Study selection

Studies were downloaded into reference management
software (Zotero). Following the removal of duplicate
papers, abstracts were screened to remove irrelevant
articles. Papers identified as relevant to the research
question were then read in full and screened against
the inclusion criteria by HH. A 10% sample of full-
text reports was independently screened by GH.
Disagreements were resolved by consensus or involve-
ment of a third member of the research team, CJ.
Further papers were sought by reference chaining and
citation checking (see Figure 1). Common exclusions
included a lack of focus on the impact of CBs or the
impact on bereavement.

Data extraction and management

Study findings were extracted using a pre-designed
extraction form, uploaded to NVivo software, version
12. Data were extracted on the study aim, country,
setting, study design, and findings. In accordance with
Popay et al. (2006), findings from quantitative studies
were summarized as a qualitative description to
accommodate analysis.
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Data synthesis

To account for heterogeneity in study designs, narrative
synthesis, and thematic analysis were conducted (Popay
et al., 2006; Thomas & Harden, 2008). The thematic
analysis provided a flexible framework compatible with
the analysis of both constructivist and essentialist para-
digms within a mixed-studies design (Clarke & Braun,
2021). The preliminary synthesis included generating a
textual summary of the quantitative findings to enable
an analysis of the entire data set. The analysis involved
inductive coding, organization of codes into descriptive
themes, and use of research aims as a framework for
interpretation (Thomas & Harden, 2008). The analysis
enabled the categorization of the data in relation to the
research question to summarize meaningful themes. As
such, each theme captured something important about
the data, representing a patterned response (Thomas &
Harden, 2008). An inductive and integrative approach
to coding was maintained to allow important themes
and topics to develop from the findings. Only those
themes which answered the review question were
included in the final synthesis.

Quality assessment

Included studies were reviewed for quality using the
Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). HH

appraised each study and compared the results with a
sample appraised by GH. Key information regarding
included studies can be viewed within the
Supplementary Files (see Supplementary Tables 1–3).

Findings

Searches

Initial searches identified 1319 records after duplicate
removal. 1083 were excluded following abstract and
title screening. Of 236 records assessed for full-text
eligibility, 172 were excluded. Key reasons for exclu-
sion included that the study did not describe or meas-
ure the effect of CBs within the context of grief or
bereavement. Seventy-nine studies were included in
the final synthesis representing the experience and
influence of continuing bonds for �13,366 bereaved
individuals. Table 1 summarizes the quality of
included papers in accordance with the MMAT.

Study characteristics

Included studies were conducted in the USA (n¼ 36),
UK (n¼ 25), Canada (n¼ 5), Israel (n¼ 7), China
(n¼ 4), Italy (n¼ 2), Germany (n¼ 1), Portugal
(n¼ 2), Australia (n¼ 1), Japan (n¼ 2), Turkey (n¼ 1),
and Scandinavia (n¼ 9). Participants were recruited

Records identified from 
databases (n = 2722) 

Records removed before 
screening: 

Duplicate records removed (n 
= 1,400) 
Records removed for other 
reasons (n = 3) 

Records screened (n = 1319) Records excluded (n = 1084) 

Reports sought for retrieval (n = 
235) Reports not retrieved (n = 2) 

Reports assessed for eligibility (n 
= 233) Reports excluded: 

Not primary research (n = 65) 
No CB effects (n = 89) 
Not bereavement of human (n 
= 2) 
Aged under18/unclear (n = 12) 
Not bereaved persons (n = 4) 

Records identified from: 
Citation searching (n = 23) 
Ethos (n = 2) 
Google Scholar (n=9) 

Reports assessed for eligibility (n 
= 29) Reports excluded: 

Not primary research (n = 3) 
No CB effects (n = 6) 
No clear question (n = 2) 
Age under 18/unclear (n = 2) 

Studies included in review (n = 
75)  
Reports of included studies (n = 
4) 

Identification of studies via databases and registers Identification of studies via other methods 
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Figure 1. PRISMA Diagram reporting the study selection process. PRISMA preferred reporting guidelines for systematic reviews and
meta-analysis. From: Page et al. (2021). For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/
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from bereavement services, bereavement forums, uni-
versities, and other community settings. The proportion
of participants reported to be women was 73 with 22%
of participants reported as men. Three studies
explored CBs and SEDs within a male-only sample
(Mahat-Shamir et al., 2022; Richards et al., 1999;
Troyer, 2014). Reporting of ethnicity was inconsistent,
but where reported, White and Christian participants
were consistently overrepresented. Studies differed
regarding the definition of CBs as a unidimensional or
multi-faceted construct. Sample sizes in quantitative
studies ranged from 30 to 1031 and drew upon a range
of descriptive, correlational, cross-sectional, longitu-
dinal, cohort, and within-person designs. Qualitative
studies reported sample sizes ranging from 1 to 50 and
incorporated case studies, interview studies, and quali-
tative survey designs. The review incorporated a similar
number of qualitative (n¼ 34) and quantitative
(n¼ 38) studies with a smaller number using mixed
methods (n¼ 7). Cross-sectional and prospective longi-
tudinal studies explored associations between CBs and
bereavement outcomes (e.g., grief, post-traumatic
growth) in combination with other known correlates
(e.g., attachment style, personality, depression, expect-
edness of loss, bereavement type, trauma). Qualitative
and quantitative descriptive studies explored partici-
pants’ experiences of CBs and grief more generally.

Quality appraisal

The most frequent methodological weaknesses within
quantitative studies related to nonresponse bias, with
response rates reported in only a handful of studies.
Within the qualitative papers, similar approaches to
recruitment limited heterogeneity within the sample.
Consensus regarding the definition of CBs was hetero-
geneous with studies drawing upon constructed items,
use of the Continuing Bonds Scale, and participant
constructions of meaning within qualitative studies.
Finally, the included studies varied greatly in terms of
study design with significant heterogeneity in study
samples and measurement instruments limiting
comparability.

Thematic findings

Synthesis of the findings generated three key themes:
Comfort and distress; Ongoing bonds and relational
identity; and Uncertainty, conceptualizing, and
spirituality.Ta
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Comfort and distress

Comforting presence versus discomforting absence
Across studies, CBs brought comforting memories of
the deceased into the present (Black et al., 2021; Bird,
2002; Grimby, 1993; Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Kamp,
Steffen, et al., 2022; Kamp et al., 2021; Sabucedo et al.,
2021). Comfort was relevant to a wide range of CBs
types including engaging with memories (Bailey et al.,
2015; Boelen et al., 2006; Rubin & Shechory-Stahl,
2013), after-death communication (Daggett, 2005;
Elsaesser et al., 2021; Kasket, 2012), spiritual experien-
ces (Horie, 2016; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2014;
Sormanti & August, 1997), keeping possessions
(Goldstein et al., 2020), SEDs (Black et al., 2022;
Datson & Marwit, 1997; Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Kamp
et al., 2020, 2021; Longman et al., 1988; Steffen &
Coyle, 2011; Troyer, 2014), dreams of the deceased
(Black et al., 2021) and mediumship (Testoni et al.,
2020, 2022). Comforts derived from bonds were asso-
ciated with a sense of the deceased being somehow
nearby (Longman et al., 1988; Steffen & Coyle, 2011),
accommodating feelings of accessibility, connection,
and communication (Bailey et al., 2015; Sabucedo
et al., 2021). Hearing the deceased’s voice or commu-
nicating with them was shown to provide valued
opportunities to say goodbye, wish the deceased well,
or extend the relationship to benefit from posthumous
support (Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Kasket, 2012; Parker,
2005; Sabucedo et al., 2021; Steffen & Coyle, 2011). As
spiritual experiences, further benefits were shown to
include confirmation that the deceased is at peace
within the afterlife, lessening of existential concerns,
and hope of reunion (Asai et al., 2012; Austad, 2015;
Black et al., 2022; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2018;
Kamp et al., 2019; Kawashima & Kawano, 2017;
Parker, 2005; Sormanti & August, 1997; Steffen &
Coyle, 2011; Testoni et al., 2022; Wright et al., 2014).

Through direct and symbolic communication, CBs
were shown to offer instruction, remind the deceased
to carry out tasks, and enable adaptation to new
responsibilities (Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Parker, 2005;
Pearce & Komaromy, 2022; Sabucedo et al., 2021;
Steffen & Coyle, 2011). This communication was
deemed particularly beneficial when the bereaved
experienced social loneliness, isolation, and day-to-day
problems (Chan et al., 2005; Conant, 1996; Florczak &
Lockie, 2019; Grimby, 1993; Hayes & Leudar, 2016;
Parker, 2005; Pearce & Komaromy, 2022; Sabucedo
et al., 2021; Steffen & Coyle, 2011).

It is important to note that comfort was shown to
occur within the context of distress and sadness about
the loss (Black et al., 2021; Bird, 2002; Grimby, 1993;

Kamp, Steffen, et al., 2022; Kamp et al., 2021;
Sabucedo et al., 2021). Thus, CBs incorporated dis-
comforting absence, and the foregrounding of grief
(Foster et al., 2011; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2018).
This aspect of CBs is illustrated by online memorial
use which lessened discomfort associated with forgot-
ten memories and the diminishing of deceased’s life,
but evoked fear of reseparation and secondary loss
due to deleted content (Bailey et al., 2015). Similarly,
Hayes and Leudar (2016) show how voices and illu-
sions experienced soon after bereavement brought loss
into focus with comfort giving way to the amplifica-
tion of grief. The oscillation between comforting pres-
ence and discomforting absence, or dominance of the
latter, was abated by disengagement from CBs (Bird,
2002; Foster et al., 2011; Hayes & Leudar, 2016;
Leichtentritt & Mahat-Shamir, 2017; Pearce &
Komaromy, 2022). Highlighting both comfort and dis-
tress, Field and Friedrichs (2004) showed that follow-
ing the acute phase of grief CBs facilitated positive,
rather than negative mood as it did soon after the
loss. Supporting this, benefits derived from CBs have
further been associated with the extent to which the
bereaved are able to make sense of the death in per-
sonal, practical, and spiritual terms (Keser & Işıklı,
2022; Neimeyer et al., 2006).

Bereavement related distress
For a minority of participants, CBs were sometimes
unhelpful, bringing heightened distress, loneliness,
and a sense of threat indicative of post-traumatic
stress (Black et al., 2022; Field et al., 2013; Harper
et al., 2011; Kamp, Steffen, et al., 2022; Kamp et al.,
2021; Keser & Işıklı, 2022; Lindstrom, 1995; Neimeyer
et al., 2006; Sabucedo et al., 2021; Testoni et al., 2020;
Yu et al., 2016). Distressing emotional processes
included negative mood (Field & Friedrichs, 2004),
fear (Austad, 2015; Kamp et al., 2021), heightened
grief (Boulware & Bui, 2016; Field et al., 2013;
Lalande & Bonanno, 2006; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022),
separation distress (Epstein et al., 2006; Neimeyer
et al., 2006), guilt and blame (Black et al., 2022;
Sabucedo et al., 2021; Sormanti & August, 1997;
Testoni et al., 2020), fear of upsetting others (Bird,
2002), family tensions (Bailey et al., 2015; Foster et al.,
2011; Steffen & Coyle, 2011), and concern for one’s
mental health (Kamp et al., 2021; Keen et al., 2013).
Following suicide bereavement, Jahn and Spencer-
Thomas (2018) reported 4.8% of their sample experi-
enced spiritual experiences of the deceased as harmful
with negative appraisals of spiritual experiences
including interpretation of the deceased as not at
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peace (e.g., “I think she may be stuck in limbo and
unhappy,” p. 248).

Where CBs were associated with heightened grief,
features of the pre-death relationship that complicated
the grief process. These included: dependency (Bird,
2002; Mancini et al., 2015), loss of a child (Field et al.,
2013; Field & Filanosky, 2010), greater closeness
(Kamp et al., 2020), avoidant attachment (Ho et al.,
2013; Currier et al., 2015; Kamp et al., 2020), conflict
in the relationship (Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Sormanti
& August, 1997; Testoni et al., 2020). Unfinished busi-
ness was associated with blame, regret, and more dis-
tressing and conflictual CBs expressions (Black et al.,
2022; Parker, 2005). Lack of preparedness, unexpected
death, violent death, and suicide bereavement were
shown to complicate accommodation of the death
with CBs bringing distress (Field et al., 2013; Field &
Filanosky, 2010; Ho et al., 2013; Currier et al., 2015;
Parker, 2005; Stroebe et al., 2012; Yu et al., 2016).
Following child loss, 26.4% of bereaved mothers asso-
ciated transitional objects with heightened distress
(Goldstein et al., 2020). Furthermore, the experience
of fetal movement, as if the child had not been born,
produced significant distress following a miscarriage
or perinatal loss (Testoni et al., 2020). Moreover, the
intense grief felt following child loss was associated
with ambivalence about personal mortality and hope
for a reunion (Harper et al., 2011).

Building on the association between CBs and dis-
tress, delineation between internalized and externalized
bonds has shown the greater association of externalized
bonds with bereavement distress, post-traumatic dis-
tress, and complicated grief (Black et al., 2022; Ho
et al., 2013; Epstein et al., 2006; Field et al., 2013; Field
& Filanosky, 2010; Kamp et al., 2020; Ronen et al.,
2009; Scholtes & Browne, 2015). Distinct facets of CBs
were further shown to impact differently with keeping
possessions associated with heightened grief when com-
pared with memories; and dreaming and yearning for
the deceased associated with greater and more intense
separation distress when compared to the sense of pres-
ence (Boelen et al., 2006; Epstein et al., 2006; Keser &
Işıklı, 2022). In their research, Kamp, Moskowitz, et al.
(2022) show that SEDs brought greater emotional lone-
liness, prolonged grief, and PTSD at 6months, though
when compared to non-experiencers, a similar trajec-
tory for reducing bereavement-related stress was
observed at 18months post-loss.

Non-disclosure and social stigma
Stigma and non-disclosure were consistent findings.
Following SEDs, individuals sought support from

communities perceived to be more accepting (Kamp
et al., 2021; Keen et al., 2013; Sabucedo et al., 2021).
Beyond this, the bereaved described an expectation for
SED and other forms of CB expression to meet chal-
lenge and rejection (Keen et al., 2013; Testoni et al.,
2022) along with worry about how their continued
relationship would be viewed (Keen et al., 2013;
Sabucedo et al., 2021). Stigma and non-disclosure
were associated with fear that others view encounters
with the deceased as maladjusted or associated with
mental illness (Austad, 2015; Keen et al., 2013;
Sabucedo et al., 2021; Steffen & Coyle, 2011; Taylor,
2005; Testoni et al., 2022; Troyer, 2014). Dismissive
and marginalizing responses from others were
reported, for example, “people think I should move
on,” “people think I’m crazy” (Sabucedo et al., 2021,
p. 473). Following a suicide, Jahn and Spencer-
Thomas (2018) describe familial concerns that CBs
may elevate risk of suicide. Familial tensions were also
described initially by Bird (2002) and supported by
Steffen and Coyle (2011) who describe differing
responses depending on spiritual belief and bereave-
ment trajectory.

Ongoing bonds and relational identity

Identity processes and personal growth
Communication with the deceased, whether online,
speaking aloud, or through imagined dialogue, was
shown to bring a sense of everyday continuity (Bailey
et al., 2015; Carnelley et al, 2006; Kasket, 2012;
Sabucedo et al., 2021; Steffen & Coyle, 2011; Stemen,
2022) and interrelatedness (Daggett, 2005; Harper
et al., 2011). Qualitative studies show how CBs con-
tinue roles and identities after bereavement (Bird,
2002; Conant, 1996; Harper et al., 2011; Leichtentritt
et al., 2016; Sabucedo et al., 2021; Steffen & Coyle,
2011). Harper et al. (2011) reported that keeping the
graveside clean and tidy extended a nurturing role,
with mothers viewing this as “something I can still
do” (p. 207). Similarly, Steffen and Coyle (2011) pre-
sented a sense of presence as maintaining the experi-
ence of motherhood. Following widowhood, Conant
(1996) showed that ongoing relationships were orien-
tated around a desire for widows to continue caring
for their husbands. Moreover, through sensing the
deceased as present, the bereaved derived that the
deceased continued to care for them (Chan et al.,
2005; Conant, 1996), with this serving as a source of
self-esteem (Steffen & Coyle, 2011).

Neimeyer et al. (2006) showed that although
heightened identity reconstruction increased
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separation distress; sensemaking, CBs, and positive
identity change, brought a reduction in bereavement
distress. Further to this, several studies show how CBs
support identity transformation (Asai et al., 2012;
Bird, 2002; Hussein & Oyebode, 2009; Kawashima &
Kawano, 2017; Mahat-Shamir et al., 2022; Marwit &
Klass, 1995; Pearce & Komaromy, 2022; Sabucedo
et al., 2021). For example, the bereaved have been
shown to imagine their afterlife with the person and
to make resolutions to find purpose in life (Asai et al.,
2012). Chan et al. (2005) showed that adopting a simi-
lar vision or seeking to finish the work of the
deceased provided a source of meaning. Similarly,
Bird (2002) showed how statements, such as “What
they [the deceased] would have wanted” (p. 65) were
used as a source of motivation, reinforced by the
deceased spouse directly, or indirectly, through the
sense of presence. Moreover, constructing the
deceased as a role model involved an imaginal com-
mitment to live life in accordance with the values,
desires, and personal characteristics of the deceased
along with an eagerness to live up to their wishes
with this informing future life choices (Asai et al.,
2012; Hussein & Oyebode, 2009; Kawashima &
Kawano, 2017; Mahat-Shamir et al., 2022; Marwit &
Klass, 1995; Pearce & Komaromy, 2022).

Several studies show that CBs brought spiritual and
post-traumatic growth (Albuquerque et al., 2018,
2020; Black et al., 2022; Elsaesser et al., 2021; Parker,
2005; Richards et al., 1999; Sabucedo et al., 2021;
Scholtes & Browne, 2015; Stein et al., 2018; Yu et al.,
2016). Although Black et al. (2022) demonstrated that
post-traumatic growth followed internalized and exter-
nalized CBs, Scholtes and Browne (2015) show post-
traumatic growth for internalized bonds only.
Albuquerque et al. (2018) reported that internalized
bonds, “saying goodbye,” and resilience, significantly
increased personal growth, with the effect size attrib-
utable to these factors reported as medium to large
[Cohen’s f2¼ 0.30]. Importantly, findings show that
spiritual interpretations and expressions of CBs may
contribute to the strengthening of spiritual belief and
the lessening of existential concerns (Elsaesser et al.,
2021; Parker, 2005).

Evolving relationships with the deceased: death,
unfinished business, agency, and purpose
The studies show that CBs are dynamic with the inte-
gration of information accommodating the relocation
of the deceased. CBs and SEDs assist the bereaved to
tolerate absence, whilst retaining access through rec-
ognition of their existence in the afterlife (Keen et al.,

2013), on a different plane (Daggett, 2005), as a spirit-
ual figure (Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2014), or through
internalized memories (Field & Filanosky, 2010).
Steffen and Coyle (2011) showed how this changed
relationship assumed an “as if” quality with the
deceased being “somehow” or “almost” present in
the life of the bereaved. Envisaging the deceased in
the afterlife, or as older and more mature adults,
extended narratives into the future, allowing an alter-
nate, less radical ending to the relationship and to the
storied description of events leading up to the death
(Rubin & Shechory-Stahl, 2013).

Dialogical and emotional processes were shown to
shape the relationship by providing opportunities for
missed goodbyes (Albuquerque et al., 2018; Bailey
et al., 2015; Conant, 1996; Cooper, 2017; Daggett,
2005; Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Hussein & Oyebode,
2009; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2014; Sabucedo et al.,
2021) and the processing of guilt, and forgiveness
(Chan et al., 2005; Gassin & Lengel, 2014; Parker,
2005). Sormanti and August (1997), described how
feelings of guilt were resolved when parents experi-
enced connections with their deceased child, as evi-
dence that they were letting their child go, and that
letting go was acceptable. Research by Chan et al.
(2005) described how mediumship facilitated a lessen-
ing of guilt upon receiving contact. The studies show
that through dialogue, sense of presence, visions, and
voices, provided opportunities to resolve unfinished
business concerning the relationship, or the death
itself (Chan et al., 2005; Hayes & Leudar, 2016;
Parker, 2005; Sabucedo et al., 2021; Testoni et al.,
2020). Parker (2005) found that when this was
resolved the bereaved experienced greater comfort and
less distress from CBs.

Interestingly, the studies showed that the bereaved
placed emphasis on positive and valued aspects of the
deceased and remember them in particular ways
(Hussein & Oyebode, 2009; Rubin & Shechory-Stahl,
2013). CBs were often active and purposeful, orienting
the bereaved toward agency in the processing of grief.
Foster et al. (2011) showed how parents selected pho-
tographs, videos, belongings, and scrapbooks as
reminders. The agency was evident in bodily inscrip-
tion through memorial tattoos (Cadell et al., 2022),
engagement with online legacy pages (Bailey et al.,
2015), funerary rites, rituals (Pang & Lam, 2002), and
following SED, through seeking contact and wishing
the dead would come (Austad, 2015). Suhail et al.
(2011) described some of the ways participants recited
the Quran to seek forgiveness and ease the transition
to the afterlife. This positive framing of the lost
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relationship around good intentions and socially desir-
able traits emphasized positive rather than negative
memories of the deceased allowing the relationship to
evolve (Foster et al., 2011; Hussein & Oyebode, 2009;
Suhail et al., 2011).

Uncertainty, conceptualizing, and spirituality

Questioning vs. qualifying
SEDs left the bereaved questioning the reality and
meaning of contact with the deceased (Conant, 1996;
Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2014). Though spiritual
worldviews and prior experience increased expression
and engagement in SEDs (Chan et al., 2005; Kamp
et al., 2019; Simon-Buller et al., 1989), competing
explanations were associated with confusion, distress,
and worry about deteriorating mental health (Jahn &
Spencer-Thomas, 2018; Keen et al., 2013; Sabucedo
et al., 2021). Acceptance of SEDs as real required the
bereaved to resist perspectives emanating from psychi-
atric, religious, and cultural discourses (Conant, 1996,
Steffen & Coyle, 2011; Stemen, 2022). Studies showed
that the bereaved wrestled with competing frame-
works, with spiritual interpretations, inconsistently
doubted and believed (Conant, 1996; Steffen & Coyle,
2011; Troyer, 2014). Troyer (2014) showed how wid-
owers drew upon internal (e.g., “My mind was trick-
ing me,” p. 642) and external (e.g., “a sign from
heaven,” p. 642) frames of reference to explain post-
death encounters with uncertainty accommodating
hopeful anticipation of future contact. Traditional dis-
courses, such as “involvement of the mind” and
reports of similar experiences by others have been
shown to help the bereaved to reconcile tensions
whilst retaining a commitment to veridicality (Steffen
& Coyle, 2011). The presence of auditory, olfactory,
tactile, and visual experiences was used to qualify
encounters as real and tangible (Austad, 2015; Troyer,
2014). Furthermore, clarity of auditory perceptions
and recognizable visual characteristics validated the
attribution of sense of presence phenomena belonging
to a particular deceased person. Other visual cues
included the presence of feathers, butterflies, and the
movement of objects (Stemen, 2022; Testoni et al.,
2020). Several studies demonstrate that the bereaved
emphasis on the benefits, meaning, and process of
engaging with continuing bonds rather than on the
mechanisms underlying continued contact is sufficient
to accommodate them (Jahn & Spencer-Thomas,
2018; Pang & Lam, 2002; Stein et al., 2018).

Spiritual frameworks for meaning
Spiritual worldview explained a greater reporting of
sensory and quasi-sensory experiences of the deceased
(Kamp et al., 2019). Moreover, SEDs contribute to
changes in spiritual and religious belief with this
bringing comfort and a reduction in fear of death
(Keen et al., 2013; Parker, 2005; Penberthy et al.,
2021). Changes to spiritual belief included the expan-
sion of religious frameworks of heaven and hell to
incorporate the presence of spirits on Earth (Austad,
2015; Elsaesser et al., 2021; Parker, 2005; Richards
et al., 1999; Sabucedo et al., 2021); belief in life after
death (Penberthy et al., 2021); para-physiological
interpretations including hierarchical planes of con-
sciousness (Austad, 2015); reincarnation, and belief in
an eternal soul (Austad, 2015; Conant, 1996; Hussein
& Oyebode, 2009). Belief in an afterlife brought hope
of reunion with death viewed as a temporary separ-
ation (Chan et al., 2005, Daggett, 2005; Hussein &
Oyebode, 2009; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2014; Steffen
& Coyle, 2011; Testoni et al., 2020). Although SEDs
did not necessarily align with religious belief (Jahn &
Spencer-Thomas, 2018; Penberthy et al., 2021), nega-
tive attribution of EDs (i.e., “stuck in limbo,” p. 248)
was associated with religious frameworks (Austad,
2015; Jahn & Spencer-Thomas, 2018). Spiritual inter-
pretation therefore emerged as playing a key role in
the comforting nature of CBs (Field et al., 2013;
Grimby, 1993; Richards et al., 1999) bringing greater
openness to uncertainty about the experience, joy,
reassurance, love, peace, courage, coping, and hope
when compared with medical frameworks (Cooper,
2017).

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this mixed studies
review is the first to systematically review literature
that attends to the effect of CBs across a range of out-
comes. A key finding is that CBs bring comfort, prac-
tical support, and distress, with CBs facilitating
oscillation between the comforting presence and
absence of the deceased. Considering studies associat-
ing some subtypes of CBs with heightened grief
(Boelen et al., 2006; Field & Filanosky, 2010; Kamp
et al., 2020; Lipp & O’Brien, 2022; Schut et al., 2006),
this finding highlights the relevance of dual-process
and two track models of bereavement (Rubin, 1999;
Stroebe & Schut, 1999) in supporting orientation to
both restorative and loss orientated coping soon after
the loss. Taken together, findings that address the
association of CBs with bereavement-related distress
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highlight that CBs could be one of the cognitive,
behavioral, and psychological ways in which grief
manifests, rather than an indicator of prolonged grief
disorder or complicated grief. Moreover, given studies
addressing the adaptive role of meaning reconstruc-
tion following bereavement (Keser & Işıklı, 2022;
Milman et al., 2017; Neimeyer et al., 2006), findings
that address the role of CBs in accommodation of the
loss, evolution of the relationship, identity processes,
agency and the expansion of spiritual belief are pertin-
ent and show how CBs may facilitate this. A positive
ongoing relationship has been shown to affirm and
transform identity (Steffen & Coyle, 2011; Stein et al.,
2018), as well as spiritual belief (Penberthy et al.,
2021), with further restorative functions including
support for new roles, clarification of values, new
identities, and use of the deceased as a role model
(Hussein & Oyebode, 2009; Marwit & Klass, 1995;
Suhail et al., 2011). Given that bereavement, distress is
heightened when loss destabilizes the self (Maccallum
& Bryant, 2013; Stroebe & Schut, 1999) further
research that addresses the role of CBs in supporting
positive identity processes would be worthwhile.

Though CBs are comforting for most, the finding
that distressing experiences may be associated with
higher levels of predeath conflict and closeness has
important implications for bereavement care providers
(Black et al., 2022; Gassin & Lengel, 2014; Hayes &
Leudar, 2016; Parker, 2005; Sabucedo et al., 2021;
Sormanti & August, 1997; Testoni et al., 2020). Where
CBs extend conflictual relationships into the present,
maintaining lower levels of self-agency, or incorporate
limited mutuality; meaning reconstruction and reso-
lution of unfinished business may be hampered.
Moreover, cultural traditions that stigmatize speaking
ill of the dead may limit opportunities for the
bereaved to disclose or seek emotional support (Klass
& Walter, 2001). Importantly, the current findings
highlight that CBs may be dynamic rather than static,
providing opportunities for a changed relationship
that integrates new information. As such, research
that explores experiences of working through conflict
and addressing unfinished business may help bereave-
ment service providers to increase the accessibility of
services for this group.

Though the review has focused on the role of CBs
following bereavement, findings support health-pro-
moting approaches to palliative care and highlight the
importance of promoting a “good death” to improve
outcomes for the bereaved (Kellehear, 1999; Aoun et
al., 2018). There are further opportunities to consider
how a long course of illness, caregiving relationship,

or anticipatory grief might impact CBs, along with
consideration of changes to the pre-death relationship
that may occur within the context of chronic illness
or because of Alzheimer’s and dementia.

Despite its strengths, findings from this review
need to be understood within the context of the meth-
odological limitations of the studies included. Most
studies have been conducted on females, from White
backgrounds and Christian faith. The research has
drawn upon a variety of measures to assess adjust-
ment to loss; these include measures developed specif-
ically for symptoms of grief, post-traumatic growth,
and qualitative analysis of interviews, but as most CBs
research has not used a longitudinal design, it is not
possible to draw conclusions upon their long-term
impact, or upon what mediates change over time in
respect of adjustment. Further to this, the direction of
relationships between distressing experiences and CBs
remains unclear. A further limitation is concerned
with the broad range of terms utilized to identify CBs
manifestations, with this limiting the degree to which
different forms of CBs can be compared.

Nevertheless, the review contributes unique find-
ings to the wider field of bereavement as well as to
counseling and psychotherapy literature. Practitioners
should be aware that CBs foreground both presence
and absence, bringing loss into focus. In accordance
with dual process theory (Stroebe & Schut, 1999), the
bereaved could be encouraged to engage in loss-orien-
tated and restorative aspects of CBs. Bereavement
practitioners should also normalize the various forms
of engagement with CBs, particularly when these
emerge as external representations of the deceased, or
when these are associated with distress, stigma, and a
fear of “going crazy.” The bereaved may benefit from
addressing unfinished business regarding the death, or
the pre-death relationship, with CBs providing an
opportunity to express forgiveness, say goodbye, or
integrate further information regarding the life and
death of the deceased (Albuquerque et al., 2018;
Bailey et al., 2015; Chan et al., 2005; Cooper, 2017;
Daggett, 2005; Gassin & Lengel, 2014; Hussein &
Oyebode, 2009; Parker, 2005; Sabucedo et al., 2021,
Testoni et al., 2020). Given that spiritual interpret-
ation is often beneficial, bereavement care should
attune to spiritual interpretations of CBs but clinicians
should be aware that negative associations with the
afterlife may bring distress, particularly when the pres-
ence of the deceased is unwelcome, experienced as
threatening, or when the deceased is perceived to be
stuck in limbo (Hayes & Leudar, 2016; Jahn &
Spencer-Thomas, 2014). Considering the range of
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explanatory frameworks utilized to contextualize SED
adoption of a pluralist perspective that retains uncer-
tainty regarding the underlying mechanisms may be
beneficial (Steffen & Coyle, 2011). As CBs bring bene-
fits outside of grief clinicians should consider the
broader functions that CBs and SEDs might serve. In
some instances, this may highlight opportunities to
attune to attachment insecurity, and self-esteem, or to
address social vulnerabilities that further complicate
adjustment to loss. Within the context of social loneli-
ness, family tensions, or isolation, the bereaved may
therefore benefit from engagement with compassion-
ate communities (Aoun et al., 2018).

The question of the impact of CBs on bereavement
has been shown to be complex impacting emotional,
cognitive, and social processes. The field would benefit
from expanding definitions of adjustment to loss to
incorporate posttraumatic growth, values clarification,
spiritual growth, meaning reconstruction, the trans-
formation of identity, social and behavioral adaptation
alongside the measurement of grief. It will be interest-
ing for further studies to assess how CBs are affected
by mediating factors mentioned within this review,
that is, preparedness for death, death circumstances,
identity processes, spirituality, afterlife belief, and
sense-making. There is a further need for research
that attends to broader cultural frameworks for mean-
ing. Though studies have shown that CBs play a role
in identity processes these findings have been explora-
tory, relying on qualitative designs. More research is
therefore needed to define and quantify the impact of
CBs on identity continuity and self-esteem. Given the
evidence that points to unfinished business and con-
flict as driving distressing experiences, research is
needed to maximize attempts to resolve unfinished
business and its impact on the bereaved.

Conclusion

Through engaging with memories and SED,
Continuing Bonds appear to benefit the bereaved by
providing comfort, accommodating the circumstances
of the death within a coherent narrative or story, sup-
porting meaning reconstruction, the transformation of
self-identity, and affirmation of spiritual belief. These
findings suggest that CBs and interventions which
promote meaning reconstruction and accommodate
spiritual interpretations of CBs should not be discour-
aged. More research is needed to define and maximize
the potential benefits of CBs both within and outside
of grief and to develop greater knowledge of factors

that may underlie and minimize distressing conse-
quences when CBs go awry.
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