
Pitt’s WELL Study hopes 
to find out if daily healthy 
behaviors and coaching 
can help grieving spouses 
avoid depression and oth-
er health risks

Christmas and Kwanzaa 
are almost here and most 
of us are feeling festive – 
but certainly not if we’ve 
lost our spouse or partner. 

“It’s difficult to feel like 
celebrating when one of 
the most important people 
in your life – maybe the 
most important person — 
is gone,” says Dr. Sarah T. 
Stahl, Associate Professor 
of Psychiatry and Clinical 
and Translational Science 
at the University of Pitts-
burgh. 

Holidays, anniversaries, 
and birthdays are hard, 
especially during the first 
year of a spouse’s death. 

During that time of ex-
treme adjustment and 
stress, the grieving part-
ner is at high risk for 
developing major depres-
sive disorder. This dis-
order may contribute to 
Alzheimer’s disease and 
other forms of dementia 
(Source: PLOS Medicine). 
The stress can also lead to 
other chronic diseases and 
even an early death. 

Why does this happen? 
One answer may have to 

do with the fact that the 
stress of losing a spouse/
partner affects a person’s 
quality of sleep. 

Using bloodwork and 
questionnaires completed 
by grieving spouses, re-
searchers have found that 
these individuals experi-

ence serious sleep disrup-
tions. These disruptions 
are linked to higher levels 
of bodily inflammation, 
which is associated with 
cancer, diabetes, heart 
attack, stroke, and more 
(Source: Rice University). 

The disruptions also im-
pact circadian rhythms, 
or your body’s internal 
biological clock. The clock 
consists of a 24-hour 
sleep/wake cycle. When 
it’s disrupted, you can suf-
fer from chronic health 
problems like diabetes, 
cognitive decline, and de-
pression.

“The difference is that 
people in the WELL 
group receive weekly 
motivational phone calls 
and feedback from health 
coaches. They’re also 
asked to record their daily 
sleep, movement, and eat-
ing behaviors on their own 
tablet or PC,” she adds.

That difference is what 
Dr. Stahl and her team 
hope will help partici-
pants deal with stress in a 
way that prevents clinical 
depression: 

“Our thought is that 
weekly interactions with a 
trained healthcare provid-
er, as well as being mindful 
about daily routines, will 
make a positive difference 
in people’s grief journeys,” 
she states. “We’re predict-
ing that these additional 
tools will help a grieving 
person better adapt to 
the loss. It will hopefully 
make them more likely to 
live life on their own and 
to the fullest.”

A good way to deal 
with the intense loss of a 
spouse/partner is to estab-
lish new self-care routines 
quickly. That’s why WELL 
participants are encour-
aged to get regular sleep 
— including going to bed 
and getting up each day 
at roughly the same times.

They’re also encouraged 
to eat healthy meals at 
standard times and do 
some physical activity, 
such as walking. 

This daily regularity 
helps the body to establish 
a good circadian rhythm, 
which can lead to better 
health outcomes, especial-
ly for the immune system. 

“In addition to captur-
ing some of the WELL 
participants’ behavioral 
information on activity 
watches, we ask them to 
enter that information 
into a daily online diary,” 
says Dr. Stahl. “We con-
vert what they enter into 
graphics that affirm their 
good habits visually.” 

Also affirming for the 
WELL group are the 
weekly phone calls and 
feedback from health 
coaches. The coaches en-
courage participants to 

choose their own health 
goals and come up with 
ways to meet them. 

“We’re hopeful that if a 
participant sets a goal and 
takes steps to reach that 
goal — especially with 
someone who’s supportive 
— they’ll be more likely to 
fulfill the goal and set an-
other,” notes Dr. Stahl. 

Though the WELL 
Study is ongoing, Dr. Stahl 
and her team are already 
— cautiously — noting ev-
idence of healthy behavior. 

“We have participants 
who, after only two 
months, are saying that 
the recording of daily ac-
tivity is becoming mun-
dane,” she says laughingly. 
“That’s a good sign! It says 
to us that they’re begin-
ning to go through the mo-
tions so well, the healthy 
behaviors of rest, food, and 
activity are becoming rou-
tine.”

Other things Dr. Stahl 
and her team are noting 
as they study spousal 
grieving are less measur-
able and more insightful.

“We continue to observe 
that grieving for a spouse 
is a highly personal jour-
ney,” Dr. Stahl explains. 
“It’s different for everyone 
and there’s no right way to 
grieve. While many people 
want to know when they’ll 
be ‘better’ or ‘finished’ with 
their grief, that doesn’t 
seem to happen.” 

Instead, what does hap-
pen is that as time passes, 
grief begins to look less 
like pain and stress and 
more like love. “Grieving 

seems to be, for many of 
the surviving spouses 
we’re studying, the final 
way they express their 
deep love for the person 
they’ve lost.”

To try and lessen this 
stress, Dr. Stahl and her 
team of researchers are 
conducting the Widowed 
Elders Lifestyle after Loss 
(WELL) Study at Pitt. 
WELL’s purpose is to learn 
about older adults’ health 
behaviors and mood as 
they grieve during the 
first year of loss.

The ongoing study lasts 
15 months for each par-
ticipant, but it’s most in-
tensive during the first 3 
months. 

“The study features sev-
en virtual visits on Zoom 
or by phone,” explains Dr. 
Stahl. “Participants must 
be over 60, bereaved with-
in the last year, have ac-
cess to a phone, and have 
a mild level of depres-
sive symptoms. If they 
meet these requirements, 
they’re randomly placed 
into one of two study 
groups: A WELL interven-
tion group or a usual care 
(control) group.” 

According to Dr. Stahl, 
both groups receive writ-
ten information about 
healthy lifestyle practic-
es. They also occasional-
ly wear activity watches 
that monitor sleep and 
daytime activity, answer 
questionnaires, and com-
plete interviews. 
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Navigating
loss and grief

Grieving as a form of love

DR. SARAH STAHL

The COVID-19 pandemic 
disproportionately impacted 
our Black communities re-
sulting in the loss of many 
of our friends and family 
members. In response, this 
month’s health page focuses 
on ways to care for ourselves 
and one another as we navi-
gate loss and grief. 

What is grief and how 
does impact us?

Grief is the sense of sorrow 
most profoundly caused by 
death. However, individuals 
can also experience grief from 
separation or any form of loss. 

In the case of someone’s 
death, grief is particularly 
challenging as there is final-
ity to the separation. 

Grief impacts us in many 
ways and, when it’s not ad-
dressed in a healthy way, it 
can lead to depression, sor-
row, and sickness. 

Grief can be especially dif-
ficult around the holidays, 
as we are accustomed to our 
loved ones being a part of our 
traditions. When they’re no 
longer with us, it can be dev-
astating.

How have you personally 
managed grief? 

This month’s health page 
provides seven ways to take 
care of yourself during grief. 
For me personally, taking care 
of my health, and leveraging 
my faith community are two 
things that stood out to me. 

When I have experienced 
loss in my life, I find that ex-
ercising, prayer and relying 
on my faith and friends have 
been things that have helped 
me the most. 

When I lost my job, my fa-
ther — and faced other dis-
appointments in my life — I 
found these things helped me 
to persevere. Losing someone 
is never easy, but you must 
find a way to put one foot in 
front of the other. 

Finally, practicing gratitude 
has helped me immensely. 
Learning to count my bless-
ings and being thankful for 
the smallest things have 
brought me joy in difficult 
times.

What are ways in which 
you would like to see us 
coming together to support 
each other in healing and 
recovery?

In the Black community, 
there has been a lot of grief 
associated with the isola-
tion and the large number of 
COVID-19- related deaths. 
This underscores the need to 
support each other. We need 
to be intentional in our efforts, 
including reaching out to our 
family, friends, and neighbors 
any way we can. We need to 
provide support and let peo-
ple know they’re not alone. 

Our “it’s-all-about-me” cul-
ture is dangerous. We must 
check on the well-being of 
others and be quick to listen 
to and support people in our 
community. There is nothing 
better than someone who pro-
vides a listening ear and per-
forms small acts of kindness 
to someone who’s experienc-
ing grief or loss in their lives. 

I challenge everyone to be 
the change they want to see 
in the world. One person can 
always make a difference by 
showing love to someone in 
their community. 

If you are the one experi-
encing loss, know that it’s ok 
to not be ok. Lean on your 
friends, family, and faith com-
munity. You are loved and 
we’ll help you get through 
this. 

Carlos T. Carter is President and 
CEO of Urban League of Greater 
Pittsburgh

7 ways to take good care of yourself 
while you grieve the death of a spouse

Many people who’ve ex-
perienced grief may sug-
gest that you “keep busy” 
to distract you from the 
devastation of losing your 
spouse/partner. Keeping 
busy can help, especially 
as you take care of details 
immediately after the 
death – and while family 
and friends are available 
to help you. 

However, a day will come 
when you must face this 
life-changing event and be-
gin to create a new life for 
yourself — hopefully one 
that’s healthy and mean-
ingful.

As you grieve, please con-
sider these ideas from the 
University of Pittsburgh’s 
WELL Study group and 
the National Institute on 
Aging:

Take care of your health 
Grief can be hard on 

your mental and physical 
health. To minimize grief’s 
impact, exercise regularly, 
eat healthy food, and get 
plenty of sleep. Bad hab-
its, such as smoking and 
drinking too much alcohol 
can put your health at risk, 
so avoid them. Consider 
going to grief counseling or 
seeing a therapist if you’re 
feeling hopeless or isolated 
by your grief. 

Through its WELL Study, 
Pitt offers a Participant 
Resource Guide, which 
provides contact infor-
mation for mental health 
sources, grief and bereave-
ment support, activity re-
sources, and more. Down-
load a copy by logging on to 
pittwellstudy.com. At the 
top of the page, click first 
on “Resources” and then 
“Download full Participant 
Resource Guide.”

Eat right. 
Some widowed people 

lose interest in cooking 
and eating. To get good 
nutrition, have lunch with 
friends. If you’re eating at 
home alone and it’s too qui-
et, turn on the radio or TV 
during meals. 

For information about 
nutrition and/or making 
meals for one person, visit 
your local library or search 
online. For example, log on 
to YouTube and search for 
“meals for one person” vid-
eos.

Spend time with caring 
family and friends.

Let family and friends 
know when you want to 
talk about your spouse/
partner. They may be 
grieving, too, and may 
welcome the chance to re-
member with you. When 
possible, accept their offers 

of help and company.
Spend time alone, too. 
Don’t feel obligated to ac-

cept every invitation. It’s 
okay to spend time alone if 
it’s not isolating.  

Visit with members of 
your religious community. 

Many grieving people 
find comfort in their reli-
gion. Praying, talking with 
others of your faith, read-
ing religious or spiritual 
texts, or singing/listening 
to meaningful music may 
also be helpful.

See your doctor. 
Keep up with visits to 

your healthcare provider. If 
it’s been a while, schedule a 
physical. If you’re comfort-
able, tell your doctor about 
your spouse’s death. In-
form the doctor about any 
pre-existing and/or new 
health conditions. Let your 

provider know if you’re 
having trouble taking care 
of your everyday activities, 
like getting dressed or fix-
ing meals.

Be mindful of special 
events. 

Birthdays, anniversaries, 
and holidays can be diffi-
cult when you’re grieving, 
so prepare ahead of time. 
Decide which activities 
you’d like to attend and 
decline others. Be aware of 
what you can handle emo-
tionally. 

Some people choose to 
create a new tradition, 
such as setting a place at 
the table for their spouse/
partner on Thanksgiving 
or asking their grand-
children to create a new 
Christmas ornament in 
their spouse/partner’s hon-
or.                            

UPMC offers resources to help 
spouses mourn in a healthy way

For more than 40 years, 
UPMC Family Hospice 
has provided compassion-
ate and expert end-of-life 
care to patients and their 
families.

The hospice team’s focus 
is to provide the highest 
possible quality of life as 
they honor the patient’s 
goals and values and 
support caregivers. Lan-
guage translation ser-
vices are part of the care 
along with a profound 
respect for cultural needs.

To help with the grief of 
losing a loved one, UPMC 
Hospice offers bereave-
ment resources for fami-
lies and caregivers of peo-
ple who have died while 
they were a UPMC Fami-
ly Hospice patient.

The resources include 
mailings, volunteer out-
reach, and individual 
counseling for 13 months 
after the loss.

Bereavement Sup-
port Groups

UPMC also provides 
bereavement support 
groups that are free, 
open to everyone, and 
take place in locations in 
Pennsylvania and Cum-
berland, Maryland.

These support groups 
help people who’ve lost a 
loved one share their feel-
ings with others who’ve 
also experienced a loss. 
They’re led by counselors 
who have lived experi-
ence with loss and griev-
ing.

If you’re interested in 

learning more about — 
or attending — a local 
group, please contact 
your local UPMC hospice 
provider. You can also call 
1.800.513.2148.

 Coping with Grief at 
the Holidays

The holiday season can 
be especially hard for peo-
ple who are grieving. The 
Coping with Grief at the 
Holidays video/podcast 
can help guide people 
through the process of 
managing their sadness 
during this difficult time 
of the year.

Growing Through 
Grief

Growing Through Grief 
is a six-week educational 
and support program led 
by bereavement counsel-

ors with lived experience. 
These caring people cre-
ate a safe and support-
ive place where grieving 
people can explore their 
loss and deal with it in a 
healthy way.  

The program is free and 
open to adults aged 18 
and older. It’s designed for 
people who are in the first 
year of their grief journey, 
but others are welcome. 

Sessions are offered 
throughout the year in 
several locations. Reg-
istration is required. 
Learn more by calling 
412.572.8829.

Cooking for One
The Cooking for One 

group focuses on the pro-
cess of adjusting to meals 
after the death of a loved 

one. That includes the 
amount of food that’s pre-
pared and the mindset of 
getting used to cooking as 
a single person.

The program consists 
of four, 2-hour sessions 
that are typically held at 
Phipps Conservatory and 
Botanical Gardens.

In each session, partic-
ipants will prepare and 
share meals together 
under the guidance of a 
trained member of the 
Family Hospice bereave-
ment department.

All materials are pro-
vided free of charge. 
Registration is required 
by calling 412.572.8829 
— and will begin for the 
next session in Spring 
2023.


