
Bereavement, COVID-19, and mental health: Leveraging a population health 
perspective to understand clinical and adaptive processes

Keynote, Palliative and End of Life Research Group Seminar
May 24, 2022

Christy Denckla, PhD
Assistant Professor

Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health

Assistant Professor of Psychology, Department of Psychiatry
Massachusetts General Hospital, Harvard Medical School

Associate Member, Stanley Center for Psychiatric Research, 
Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard



Bereavement

Universal 
Experience

ResilienceRisk

Bereavement as a model to understand risk and resilience across the lifespan



Population (Incidence) Sample Clinical (Prevalence or Census) Sample



Outline o Do personal assets, including cognitive ability, buffer 
against mental distress after bereavement?

o Does attending a memorial after bereavement impact 
mental distress levels during the COVID-19 pandemic?



Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC)
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Among youth bereaved of a parent, sibling, friend, or grandparent between the ages of 9-12, was IQ 
assessed at age protective against mental health symptoms at age 16?

Cognitive 
ability, 
bereavement, 
metal health



Sociodemographic factor comparison between bereaved and non-bereaved youth
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Youth bereaved of a parent/sibling/close friend show elevated mental health symptoms at aged 16
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IQ, assessed at age 8, buffers against mental health distress at aged 16 in a non-bereaved sample



IQ, assessed at age 8, buffers against SOME types of mental health distress at aged 16 among youth bereaved
of a grandparent between the ages of 9-12



IQ, assessed at age 8, buffers only against hyperactivity at aged 16 among youth bereaved of a parent/sibling,
or friend between the ages of 9-12
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Since March 1, 
2020, has a 
loved one or 

someone 
important to you 

died?

Nurses Health Study COVID Substudy, n~33,000/120,000
Bereavement incidence in 6-month period (March-October 2020) in 

Slide courtesy of Jill Hahn, PhD. 
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What was [the deceased] person's relationship to you?

Slide courtesy of Jill Hahn, PhD. 
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For those who died, what was the cause of death?

Slide courtesy of Jill Hahn, PhD. 
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Denckla, Hahn, Cowden 
et al. (in process)
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Bereavement and Mental Health: Association of Type of Memorial with Distress Outcomes

Table: Effect estimates1, among those where a loved one died in the first six months of the Covid-19 
pandemic, for the association of type of memorial and Distress during Quarter 2 and Quarter 3 
(cumulative average) of the pandemic.

Denckla, Hahn, Cowden et al. (in process)

2 Additionally adjusted for age, race (nonwhite/white reference), region (midwest, 
south, west, other, northeast reference), median census tract household income
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Questions?

Christy Denckla   cdenckla@hsph.harvard.edu

@Cdenckla


