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ABSTRACT 

#REST IN DIGITAL PEACE: EXAMINING ATTACHMENT DIMENSIONS’ 

RELATIONSHIP TO GRIEF MESSAGES ON FACEBOOK 

KENDALL D. UHRICH 

2018 

 Grief is a natural reaction to loss that can include behaviors and thoughts that are 

emotional, physical, and spiritual (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015). With the rise of social 

media, grief is now performed in a different and more public manner. The current 

literature has established the connection between how one grieves and their attachment 

dimension of either attachment anxiety or attachment avoidance (Bowlby, 1980; 

Schenck, Eberle, & Rings, 2016; Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; Worden, 1983). 

Attachment dimensions have also been correlated with social media usage, primarily the 

use of Facebook (Hart, Nalling, Bizer, & Collins, 2015; Lin, 2015). Findings from a 

series of Pearson correlations (n = 257) indicate a relationship between attachment 

anxiety and the likelihood to post a status update following the death of a friend and 

posting a status update following the death of a celebrity. Additionally, results indicate a 

relationship between attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall 

following the death of a community member. In the case of attachment avoidance, a 

relationship is found with posting a status update following the death of a family member 

and an acquaintance. A series of Kruskal-Wallis tests found that those with preoccupied 

attachment are more likely than those with secure attachment to post on a deceased 

friend’s wall, post on a deceased community member’s wall, direct message deceased 

family members, and direct message a deceased friend.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In the near future, the number of Facebook accounts for those who have died will 

outnumber the Facebook accounts of the living in what some would call a “digital 

graveyard” (Ambrosino, 2016). In the year of 2016 alone, an estimated 972,000 

Facebook users died leaving Facebook with numerous accounts for deceased individuals. 

Although this number is high, it is unsurprising considering 58% of Americans have a 

Facebook page (Weise, 2015) and there are 1.5 million active Facebook users 

(Cuthbertson, 2016). Facebook has developed a solution for the surplus of unattended 

pages, but their memorialization account practices appear flawed (McCallig, 2013). 

Through the memorialization policies, Facebook users have the option of changing their 

account into a memorialization account once they die (Facebook, 2016a). This option 

allows Facebook users to continue to have a Facebook presence after death, but the 

account will no longer allow posts onto the page if these privacy settings were in place 

prior to the account holder dying (Facebook, 2016a). The second option allows deceased 

users to keep their account active (Facebook, 2016a). However, by keeping the page 

active, rather than transitioning the account, individuals could be faced with receiving 

birthday reminders from the deceased or having the deceased show up in the “people you 

may know” section (Facebook, 2016a). These practices have left some users feeling that 

social media accounts may need to be considered a digital asset that may need to be 

legally counseled in a similar fashion to physical assets (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015). 

When deceased users have an active Facebook account, the bereaved who access 

these active accounts can experience symptoms such as confusion, discomfort, sadness, 
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and tension that has made some people feel as though the deceased person is still alive 

(Rossetto, Lannutti, & Strauman, 2015). Through empirical data that illustrates the 

likelihood to post grief messages, Facebook could devise a policy that would fit the needs 

of the bereaved. Furthermore, by exploring attachment dimensions and their relationship 

to grief and social media usage, we can better understand how these differences in 

attachment connect specifically to grief messages on Facebook.  

Results from this study may help practitioners like therapists, grief counselors, 

and applied communication experts provide individualized advice for posting grief 

messages to the bereaved on Facebook based on the attachment dimension of the 

bereaved. Individualized advice is vital for the bereaved because grief is unique to each 

individual (Dennis, 2012; Zisook & Shear, 2009). Psychiatrists may not be ready to 

handle the complicated results of grief that may arise (Zisook & Shear, 2009). Therefore, 

studying attachment dimensions can shed light onto the individuality among those 

grieving and examining grief message patterns can help psychiatrists better care for their 

patients. For communication experts, studying grief messages on Facebook based on 

attachment dimensions will expand the current literature on these topics. Additionally, 

this study may show the need for additional research into studying attachment and grief 

on other social media platforms as well such as Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr etc. 

Statement of the Problem 

 For many bereaved individuals in today’s technological world, grief messages are 

shown online using blogs (Degroot & Carmack, 2013) and Facebook posts (Ambrosino, 

2016; Degroot, 2012; Degroot 2014; Kern, Forman, & Gil-Egu, 2012; Klastrup, 2015; 

Marwick & Ellison, 2012; McCalling, 2014; Pennington, 2013; Rossetto et al., 2015). 
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These public displays of mourning have made internal feelings of grief turn into 

computer-mediated messages to the deceased. Researchers examining grief messages 

thus far have mostly used content analysis (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 

2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) to observe 

the types of mourning behaviors online. These behaviors include sharing memories 

(Brubacker & Hayes, 2011; Williams & Merten, 2009), posting updates (Brubacker & 

Hayes, 2011, Williams & Merten, 2009), maintaining relationships with the deceased 

(Brubacker & Hayes, 2011; Degroot, 2012, making memorial pages (Kern et al., 2012; 

Klastrup, 2015), and sharing religious beliefs (Williams & Merten, 2009). However, 

some negative behaviors can be observed as well such as individuals who purposely 

mock other Facebook users. Other negative behaviors can be impression management 

(Marwick & Ellison, 2012), and the phenomenon of strangers posting on deceased 

persons’ pages (DeGroot, 2012; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Rossetto et al., 2015).  

 While the current literature has examined communicative behaviors associated 

with posting online following death, what remains to be discovered is the intention 

behind these social media posts. I argue that the connection between what type of post is 

made and who that post is made about lies in one’s attachment dimension of either 

attachment anxiety or attachment avoidance. Both attachment anxiety and attachment 

avoidance are telling factors in how one grieves (Bowlby, 1980; Schenck et al., 2016; 

Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; Worden, 1983) and how one posts on social media (Hart et 

al., 2015; Lin, 2015), but current studies have yet to link the two constructs.  
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Background of the Problem  

 While the interaction between grief messages and social media is a relatively new 

realm of communication-related research, the study of grief messages is not. Grief is a 

natural response to loss that includes thoughts and feelings that are physical, behavioral, 

and spiritual (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015). The definition of grief is purposely broad 

for two primary reasons. First, DeSpelder and Strickland (2015) found that by narrowing 

grief “it reduces our chances of accepting all of the reactions to loss we may experience” 

(p. 345). Additionally, experiencing loss can come after many life-changing events such 

as a breakup, losing a pet, quitting a job, etc. For the purpose of this study, grief is 

defined as the loss of a human being. Some feelings that are associated with this type of 

loss are sadness and discomfort (Schenck, Eberle, & Rings, 2016) along with disbelief, 

painful emotions, thoughts of the deceased, and difficulty accepting loss (Shear & 

Mulhare, 2008). Although many of these reactions to grief are negative, one positive 

reaction to grief is personal growth (Hogan, Greenfield, & Schmidt, 2001). These 

feelings include feeling stronger after grief, becoming more compassionate, and being 

more loving. These feelings were also shown to emerge later in the grief process after the 

initial sadness has subsided (Hogan et al., 2001).  

 Another factor that may lend some to better acceptance of loss is a relational 

maintenance with the deceased. Klass, Silverman, and Nickman (1996) found that coping 

with grief often meant continuing a relationship with the deceased in what they coined 

the continuing bonds model. In this model, the communication between the bereaved and 

the deceased continues despite the absence of one member of the party (Sigman, 1991). 

This continuing bonds model is often observed in the continuing relationships that the 
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bereaved maintains online with the deceased’s Facebook account, specifically the 

deceased’s Facebook page. When individuals comment on Facebook posts, the majority 

of these posts directly addressed the deceased, showing relational continuity (DeGroot, 

2012; Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Williams & Merten, 2009). Futhermore, some 

people have used Facebook as a tool to talk to the deceased about their current lives and 

remain connected with the deceased through these mediated updates (DeGroot, 2012; 

Williams & Merten, 2009). 

 While much of the current literature is primarily focused on relational 

maintenance between the deceased and the bereaved, (DeGroot, 2012; Kern et al., 2012; 

Klastrup, 2015; Williams & Merten, 2009), scholars have yet to focus on the intentions of 

the bereaved for continuing a relationship with the deceased through Facebook. This 

study aimed to identify a relationship between attachment dimensions and electronic grief 

messages posted to Facebook. 

Attachment theory and its related dimensions emerged during Bowlby and 

Ainsworth’s study of infants and their separation behaviors with their parents 

(Bretherton, 1992). Individuals’ attachment dimensions carry over into adult romantic 

relationships and help to explain how individuals coped when separated from their 

romantic partners (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998) found that 

individuals typically displayed two dimensions of attachment, anxiety and avoidance. 

Attachment anxiety is observed in those who are wary of those they feel may be 

untrustworthy or possibly reject them. Conversely, attachment avoidance is characterized 

by an avoidance of intimate relationships and a tendency to be dismissive in relationships 

(Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2012). 
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Attachment theory has been linked to both grief and social media usage. For 

example, attachment dimensions have been utilized to study how one will adjust after 

loss (Bowlby, 1980; Schenck et al., 2016; Worden, 1983). Individuals with secure 

attachment, those who have neither attachment anxiety nor attachment avoidance, have 

been shown to promote a better adjustment to grief after the passing of a spouse. 

However, persons with high attachment avoidance and anxiety have been found to have 

more feelings of anger, despair, guilt, death anxiety, depersonalization, social isolation, 

and rumination when compared to their securely attached counterparts (Waskowic & 

Chartier, 2003).  

Attachment dimensions’ relationship to social media usage has also been 

researched. Hart et al. (2015) found that individuals high in attachment anxiety care 

deeply about self-presentation. Thus, the ability for people to decide what their Facebook 

friends see and do not see fits well with their personality traits. Individuals exhibiting the 

anxiety dimension were more likely to use Facebook as a beneficial tool, because it 

helped reduce anxiety about social interactions. Furthermore, individuals who are 

attachment avoidant were found to avoid social interactions on Facebook, especially 

when it came to needing emotional support (Lin, 2015). However, those with attachment 

avoidance can also benefit from social media usage because they can still communicate 

with other individuals, but without physical proximity. Thus, as a result of the lack of 

physical proximity, it becomes easier for people with this tendency to remain 

disconnected (Hart et al., 2015). Because attachment theory helps describe the behaviors 

of those with attachment avoidance and anxiety, examining the connection between 
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attachment dimensions and grief messages on Facebook helps to fill the gap in the current 

literature and creates a better understanding of individuals’ grief patterns online.  

Definitions 

 For clarification, the following terms that are used throughout this study will be 

defined: posting a status update, posting on someone else’s wall, and direct messaging. 

The following definitions reflect Facebook settings standards in 2017. First, posting a 

status update indicates that the owner of the Facebook page is posting to their own wall 

and shows up on their timeline (Facebook, 2017a). This post shows up on their Facebook 

friend’s newsfeed, but does not appear on anyone else’s wall. The only time that a 

Facebook user’s status update would appear on another person’s Facebook wall is if that 

person was tagged in the status (Facebook, 2017a). Facebook users have the ability to 

screen posts before they go onto their own wall, but must adjust their settings to do so. If 

the user with these settings was tagged in a post, Facebook will send them a notification 

asking if they would like the post to appear on their wall. In the case of the deceased, if 

they do not have these settings, the post would still appear on their wall. If they have the 

security settings so that they can screen the posts, the post will not be displayed on the 

deceased’s wall unless another person is running their page and has accepted the tagged 

post request. 

 Next, Facebook users can post to someone else’s wall. This means that a 

Facebook user would go onto a Facebook friend’s page and post on their wall. This post 

may show up on the newsfeed of those who are mutual friends with both Facebook users. 

The post does not show up on the Facebook user’s wall who posted, but only on the 

friend’s wall that they posted to.  
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 Lastly, direct messaging is a feature that allows Facebook users to communicate 

privately, but through the social networking site. These do not appear on anyone’s 

timeline or newsfeed (Facebook, 2017b) Direct messaging works similarly to text 

messaging in that messages can only be seen by those who are messaging each other. 

Facebook users can create groups to direct message as well. Messages can be sent 

between users who are friend and users who are not Facebook friends. If a stranger direct 

messages a Facebook user, that user can either accept or reject the message (Facebook, 

2017b).  

 Other important terms to discuss are grief, bereavement, and mourning. Current 

literature uses these terms inconsistently (Zisook & Shear, 2009). For the purpose of this 

study, Zisook and Shear’s (2009) definitions will be used. Bereavement is the term 

associated with the fact of loss (Zisook & Shear, 2009), therefore making the bereaved 

the person whom is coping with the fact of the loss of another individual. Grief is used to 

describe the emotional, physical, cognitive, functional, and behavioral responses to death 

(Zisook & Shear, 2009). While the current literature often uses the term mourning 

interchangeably with grief and bereavement (Zisook & Shear, 2009), this study will 

specifically address mourning as the behavioral responses to the death of another 

individual.  

Value of the Study  

 Prior to recent death studies, grief was seen as a systematic process of moving on 

and letting go of the deceased. Now seen as unhealthy, this traditional method of grieving 

may still be taught to the bereaved (Dennis, 2012). However, within this past decade, 

grief theorists have begun to posit grief as a continuing bond, meaning a continuing 
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relationship between the deceased and the living (Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996). 

Although the communication channels are different following death, this new model 

suggests that communication still exists despite one party being deceased (Klass et al., 

1996; Silverman, 1991).  

 Previous self-help books often discuss grief as a step-by-step process. Dennis 

(2012) analyzed the advice given in 21 of these self-help texts to discover the differences 

in each era of grief therapy. One book from each era (pre 1990’s, 1990’s to 1999’s, and 

post 1999) was analyzed and a distinction in the old ways of viewing death as an event to 

move on from, to the current belief of relational continuity with the deceased was found. 

Specifically, he discovered that grief self-help books paralleled grief studies during the 

era in which they were written. While the pre 1990’s work discussed many Freudian 

beliefs of forgetting the deceased and moving on, the post 1999’s work focused on 

sustaining the love once felt for the deceased (Dennis, 2012). The switch in grief advice 

parallels grief studies’ findings that relational maintenance is preferable to grief stages. 

Dennis’s (2012) work suggested that even non-academic grief literature discussed 

continuing bonds and relational maintenance, even if the previous scholarship did not call 

these theories by name. If those individuals who are grieving are turning towards self-

help books, social media could become a primary mode of continuing that relationship 

because social media can make one feel more connected with the deceased (DeGroot, 

2012; Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Williams & Merten, 2009). 

 However, research on whether or not people are using Facebook to continue a 

relationship with the deceased is slim. With Facebook continually changing, studies 

exploring grief online are crucial to discover if Facebook’s current platform is delivering 
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the right aid to those grieving. The most current literature on relational maintenance with 

the deceased on Facebook dates back to 2014 and is focused on what people are saying 

online to and about the deceased (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 2012; 

Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009). By providing 

practitioners and researchers in grief, psychology, and communication fields current data 

behind who is posting and how they are posting on Facebook could help other scholars 

further study their audience. Through data which will explore who the bereaved are 

posting about, scholars and practitioners alike are able to see which relationships are 

being maintained or not being maintained. Additionally, by observing which types of 

posts are made could provide scholars and practitioners an opportunity to observe what 

modes of communication are preferred when communicating with the deceased on 

Facebook. Through the examination of coupled studies on grief and attachment styles and 

adding grief messages, this study has interdisciplinary value. Furthermore, this study 

brings together psychology, sociology, computer mediated communication and grief 

communication and goes beyond academia to have a real-world application for 

practitioners, psychologists, and communication experts.   

The following chapter examines the current literature on grief, attachment theory, 

and Facebook. Moreover, the literature review provides the context and necessity for this 

study and provides a rationale for exploring attachment theory’s relationship to grief 

messages on Facebook.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of Literature 

 This study focused on the relationship between the attachment dimensions of 

anxiety and avoidance to an individual’s likelihood to post on Facebook (status update, 

posting on another’s wall, and direct messaging) following the death of a known or 

unknown individual. The following literature review examines grief, attachment theory, 

and grief in the online context as a framework for the study. Additionally, an examination 

of the current Facebook policies for a deceased member’s account is outlined.  

Grief and Grief Theories   

 Although grief messages may lean towards the study of communication, the basis 

for these messages has its origins in the psychology of grief. To understand the 

interdisciplinary nature of this study, an explanation of grief and the changing 

perceptions of how to manage grief reactions is provided. Next, a discussion explaining 

how attachment theory can bridge the gap in current research on the concepts of grief 

messages and social media, specifically Facebook. 

 Grief in brief. Grief is a natural response to loss that includes thoughts and 

feelings that are physical, behavioral, and spiritual (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015). Grief 

may be experienced in a variety of contexts, but this study will focus on grief following 

the loss of another human being. Although people cope with death differently, feelings of 

sadness or discomfort are to be expected (Schenck, Eberle, & Rings, 2016). These 

feelings may include a disbelief of the passing, painful emotions, thoughts of the 

deceased, and difficulty accepting loss (Shear & Mulhare, 2008). DeSpelder and 

Strickland (2015) added that grief could also include anxiety, tension, disorganization, 
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and depression. Physical symptoms of grief could include sighing, shortness of breath, 

tightness of the throat, muscle weakness, chills, tremors, hyperactive nervous system, 

insomnia or other sleep disturbances, and changes in appetite (DeSpelder & Strickland, 

2015). The scope of grief is vast and while some may try to define grief more 

specifically, DeSpelder and Strickland (2015) reminded us that the definition is purposely 

left wide because narrowing grief “reduces our chances of accepting all of the reactions 

to loss we may experience” (p. 345). Bowlby (1980) explained that although these 

feelings of grief are normal to experience, healthy mourning is a transition that exists 

when an individual sees changes in his/her external world and accepts this into his/her 

internal world.  

Beginning in the late 1960’s, grief was thought to contain five stages which 

included; denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance (Kübler-Ross, 1969). 

These grief stages have been commonly used recognitions of the grieving process. 

Bowlby (1980) noted that grief can be experienced differently and some individuals may 

go between stages or progress in the stages in a different order. Stroebe, Schut, and 

Boerner (2017) found that while the stage theory is highly recognized, stages may be 

problematic for those grieving and for those assisting the bereaved in their grieving 

process, such as therapists, psychologists, etc. Stroebe et al. (2017) believed that the stage 

theory needs to change because of a lack of theoretical depth, misrepresentation of grief, 

lack of empirical evidence, the ability for alternative models, and consequences of using 

stage theory that include the bereaved being hindered in their grieving process by the 

belief of correct stages (Stroebe et al., 2017). The hypothesis of systematic stages of grief 

means that individuality in grieving is seen as null. However, the reality of different 
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people, means different mourning and the stage theory does not fit many grieving 

individuals, including adolescents (Williams & Merten, 2009). Dennis (2012) urged that 

this type of thinking of grief is a “one-size-fits-all model of grieving that is now being 

debunked” (p. 414).  

Because of the issues surrounding stages of grief, additional theoretical 

perspectives have been offered. One particular theory that is now more accepted than the 

five stages of grief is the empirically derived Hogan Grief Reactions (Hogan, Greenfield, 

& Schmidt, 2001). These grief reactions include despair, panic behavior, anger, 

detachment, disorganization, and personal growth. Feelings of despair are derived from 

separation stress because of losing a loved one. Panic behavior includes post-traumatic 

stress reactions. More typically, panic behaviors develop in those who have lost someone 

traumatically and suddenly such as a parent losing their child in a car accident (Hogan et 

al., 2001). Detachment behaviors are identified as isolation reactions that can include 

withdrawal from others and change in personal identity (Hogan et al., 2001). Anger is 

commonly paired with blame in Hogan et al.’s (2001) findings. The study of families 

coping with death found that the largest group with anger were parents who have lost 

their children to homicide (Hogan et al., 2001).  

While Hogan et al. (2001) found detachment, anger, panic, and despair common 

in the first three years after a loved one’s death, all behaviors subsided three to six years 

following the death. Hogan et al. (2001) also measured disorganization by asking about 

day-to-day functioning to see if individuals had difficulty with seemingly everyday tasks 

and also by assessing their cognitive functions like remembering information or 

concentrating on tasks. Through their analysis, they discovered that disorganization was 
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more common in the first three years after death; however, disorganization did not vary 

based on the cause of the loved one’s death (Hogan et al., 2001).  

Finally, personal growth is measured by hope for the future and seeing that some 

good may come out of grief. Personal growth behaviors included feeling stronger after 

grief, more compassion, and more loving, and in the parent study, these feelings appeared 

to come later in the grief process after the initial sadness has subsided (Hogan et al., 

2001). Personal growth has been found to be the strongest in individuals who openly 

communicate about their grief, especially in the death of a family member (Carmon, 

Western, Miller, Pearson, & Fowler, 2010). Carmon et al. (2010) found that an open 

conversation orientation was the highest contributing factor in personal growth following 

a death of a family member, making communication an important variable to study when 

observing grief messages.  

As a result of the issues with the five stage theory and a discovery of more 

accepted grief reactions, the continuing bonds model and the two-track model of 

bereavement will be utilized to discuss grief patterns as they relate heavily to maintaining 

a relationship with the deceased, a behavior observed in grief on Facebook. The 

continuing bonds model and the two track model of bereavement both primarily focus on 

the relationships that the living continues to have with the deceased and as illustrated in 

the review of literature, both are models that are currently being utilized to study grief 

communication.  

Continuing bonds model. The continuing bonds model is a contemporary view 

of grief established by Klass, Silverman, and Nickman (1996) who suggested that the 

bereaved continue relationships with the deceased. This continuing bond does not cease 
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because one person is no longer living, but continues as long as the bereaved continues 

this relationship (Klass et al., 1996). Klass (2006) explained that the continuing bond can 

be subtle and may change over time. 

Klass (2006) analyzed researchers who used continuing bonds incorrectly, 

because researchers often see the model as a prescription of how bereaved should act, 

rather than a study of the phenomena. This mistake of viewing continuing bonds as a 

prescription has caused some studies to posit that those who continue relationships with 

the deceased will have a healthier adjustment, but Klass (2006) stated that this causality 

is inaccurate. Klass (2006) stated he and his colleagues did not intend continuing bonds 

to be a “there or not there” phenomenon when they originated the concept of continuing 

bonds (p. 844). Klass (2006) also stated that the continuing bonds construct was not 

meant to be seen as a healthy or unhealthy grieving tactic, but one that can be used in 

varying degrees to connect with the deceased. However, Klass (2006) warned that those 

continuing the relationship with the deceased must accept the positive and negative 

outcomes associated with the continuation.  

One of these continuation outcomes is trying to re-establish physical proximity 

with the deceased (Bowlby, 1980). Re-establishment can come in the form of 

hallucinations or illusions of the deceased or the bereaved seeking out places that the 

deceased once frequented (Field, 2006). Although the need to constantly seek out 

physical proximity can be negative, visiting a gravesite can be seen positively. A 

common grieving practice can be visiting the grave and possibly leaving flowers, a 

practice that can be helpful for the bereaved so they can feel connected to the deceased 

knowing they are there (Klass, 2006). Going to the grave is also viewed as a family 



   16 

activity because going to the gravesite of a deceased family member is a grief act that 

families take part in together (Klass, 2006). Even if a family member goes alone, 

gravesites often have multiple members of a family in a similar location, so they can feel 

connected with more than just one deceased family member when visiting the grave 

(Klass, 2006).  

Klass (2006) also argued that many scholars do not see the societal and communal 

implications of continuing bonds. Field (2006) discussed the bond as a purely internal 

process, but Klass (2006) posited that the continuation of the relationship involves more 

than just the dyad of the bereaved individual and the deceased, which is especially 

observed in the grave visiting context.  

The tendency to perceive continuing bonds as an intrapersonal concept may be 

derived from an individualistic culture (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015; Klass, 2006), 

because grief is experienced uniquely by each culture. While individualistic people see 

the bond as a place in their mind and heart, those from collectivistic cultures may 

participate in family-oriented continuation of the bond such as the Japanese custom of 

making a shrine in their home or the Hispanic custom of honoring the deceased on Dia de 

los Muertos (DeSpelder & Strickland, 2015).  

Two-Track Model of Bereavement. Like the continuing bonds model, relational 

maintenance with the deceased is a large aspect of the two-track model of bereavement 

(Rubin, 1999). The two-track model illustrates the complicated aspects of grief. The first 

track shows the general biopsychosocial functioning that helps an individual readapt to 

life after loss. It contains physical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal aspects such as 
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anxiety, quality of interpersonal relationships, self-esteem, and investment in life tasks 

(Rubin, 1999).  

 The second track of bereavement concerns the ongoing relationship with the 

deceased and in some cases can ease the difficult parts associated with the first track 

(Malkinson, Rubin, & Witztum, 2006). The second track is typically characterized by the 

transformation of the relationship and the acceptance of death (DeSpelder & Strickland, 

2015). The view the living has about the deceased changes as the grieving progresses 

(Bowlby, 1980; Malkinson et al., 2006; Rubin, 1999). Some of the aspects included in 

this track are the narrative construction of the relationship, idealization, imagery, and 

memory (Rubin, 1999). This continuation of the relationship found in the second track 

makes the two track model one that lends itself to the continuing bonds model, as well as 

attachment theory because the loss of the attachment figure is managed with relational 

maintenance with the deceased.  

Bowlby (1980) found that attachment styles relate to the likelihood of an 

individual continuing a relationship with the deceased because the root of attachment 

theory focuses on how individuals cope with separation. Although studies are linking 

attachment theory with the continuing relationship some people maintain with the 

deceased (Bowlby, 1980; Schenck et al., 2016; Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; Worden, 

1983) a research gap remains. Specifically, scholars have yet to identify how the 

continued relationships that the living has with the deceased on Facebook differ based on 

the living’s attachment anxiety or avoidance dimension. To better illustrate this 

connection, the following section describes attachment theory and explains the 

attachment dimensions of anxiety and avoidance. This section also outlines why these 
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dimensions are appropriate for grief-related research when compared to other relationship 

theories. 

Attachment Theory 

 Attachment Theory originated as collaborative work between Bowlby and 

Ainsworth (Bretherton, 1992), but later became Bowlby’s primary work after publishing 

multiple works exploring attachment theory and attachment’s relationship to loss 

(Bowlby, 1969; Bowlby, 1980). Originally, Bowlby (1969) studied children’s attachment 

to their parents as this relationship is the first relationship one builds in infancy (Bowlby, 

1969). Bowlby’s (1969) seminal work examined children who were taken away from 

their parents and then reunited with them with their parents in order to explore their 

behaviors upon separation from the parental figure (Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby also 

examined this behavior in baboons, gorillas, and monkeys to test whether their 

attachment behavior is similar to human attachment and discovered that in both primates 

and humans, attachment behavior is defined by seeking and maintaining physical 

proximity to an attachment figure (Bowlby, 1969).  

Attachment theory posits that individuals seek closer proximity to others when 

they need to feel secure and protected (Bowlby, 1980). Found in both primates and 

humans, when the attachment figure, typically the mother, leaves the room or puts down 

the child, the child cries and reaches their arms out to try to maintain physical proximity 

(Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby (1969) found that in order to develop mentally healthy, infants 

must have a warm and continuous relationship with at least one parent.   

Bowlby mentioned that this attachment continues into adolescence and adult life, 

but attachment extends beyond the family to include romantic partners, friends, 
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coworkers, religious groups etc., and that loss from these attachment figures can induce 

anxiety, sadness, and anger. However, Bowlby’s primary research focused on infants 

until Hazan and Shaver (1987) further explored attachment in the adult relational context. 

Hazen and Shaver (1987) found that adults tend to carry over their childhood attachment 

dimensions into their adult romantic relationships, further confirming Bowlby’s (1969) 

hypotheses on attachment in adults.  

Adult attachment includes the two dimensions of attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver 1998). It should be noted that 

individuals who are low in both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance are 

considered to have a secure attachment dimension (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver 1998). 

Insecure attachment, or those who identify as having attachment anxiety or avoidance is 

common as two billion adults worldwide identify with either attachment anxiety or 

avoidance (Ein-Dor, Mikulincer, Doron, & Shaver, 2010). Furthermore, this same study 

suggested that there were not many cultural differences related to attachment anxiety or 

attachment avoidance (Ein-Dor et al., 2010). 

Attachment Dimensions and Communication. The dimensions of attachment 

anxiety and attachment avoidance are commonly used in studying attachment 

dimensions’ relationship to communication behaviors (Hart et al., 2015; Lin, 2015; 

Oldmeadow et al., 2012). Attachment can be broken down into four categories based on 

the dimensions of anxiety and avoidance that include secure, preoccupied, dismissive and 

fearful.  

Anxious attachment includes those who desire closeness, but fear rejection from a 

partner (Smith, Murphy, & Coats, 1999). Those high in attachment anxiety have a 
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hyperactive attachment system and are wary of those they feel may be untrustworthy or 

possibly reject them (Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2012). Additionally, these 

individuals are acutely aware of self-presentation and seek regular affirmation from 

others (Oldmeadow et al., 2012). This affirmation can come in the form of self-

disclosure, which these individuals tend to engage in too frequently and often too soon 

(Ein-Dor et al., 2010). High attachment anxious dimensions correspond with the fearful 

or preoccupied styles (Smith et al., 1999).  

Avoidant attachment in the adult context is characterized by a lack of striving 

towards dependency on a partner that can come from rejection of closeness in the past 

(Smith et al., 1999). Those high in attachment avoidance have a deactivated attachment 

system and avoid situations that would require any attachment such as intimate 

relationships (Oldmeadow et al., 2012). Additionally, individuals high in attachment 

avoidance do not typically self-disclose, but instead deal with stress by ignoring it (Ein-

Dor et al., 2010). High attachment avoidant styles correspond with the dismissive and 

fearful styles (Smith et al., 1999).  

Although many characteristics used to describe attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance seem negative, these personality traits used in times of need have 

been shown to also have positive outcomes (Ein-Dor et al., 2010). For example, those 

with high attachment avoidance have been shown to react quickly to dangerous situations 

and are able to warn others about this upcoming danger (Ein-Dor, Mikulincer, & Shaver, 

2011). In a research laboratory setting, non-toxic smoke was filled into a room to induce 

a scenario that replicated potential danger, and in this study those with higher attachment 

anxiety were able to detect this smoke more quickly than those without attachment 
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anxiety (Ein-Dor et al., 2011). Additionally, individuals higher in attachment avoidance 

were able to leave the room more quickly (Ein-Dor et al., 2011). Although the lab 

scenario was concentrated on how these individuals react to dangerous situations, 

attachment anxiety characteristics show that while these individuals have maladaptive 

tendencies, their fearful tendencies can be helpful in dire situations.  

These differences in social interactions make attachment dimensions an 

interesting way to view how individuals high in avoidance or anxiety communicate, and 

in this study’s case, specifically on Facebook. In addition, the way in which these 

individuals deal with being separated from lends a natural association with attachment 

theory to begin studying the dimensions of attachment alongside grief. These aspects of 

attachment theory will be explained further in the following sections.  

Attachment theory and grief. Attachment dimensions have been utilized to 

study how one will adjust after loss (Schenck et al., 2016) and have been found to be an 

important mediator in how people respond to the loss of an attachment figure (Bowlby, 

1980; Worden, 1983). Individuals with secure attachment have been shown to promote a 

better adjustment to grief after the passing of a spouse (Waskowic & Chartier, 2003). In 

addition, Waskowic and Chartier (2003) found that individuals who had a secure 

attachment to their spouse during the deceased’s life, would continue that attachment 

when their partner died. This finding supports the idea of a continuing bond that is held 

when a person dies.  

Conversely, those with insecure attachment tendencies, like those with high 

attachment avoidance and anxiety, have been found to have more feelings of anger, 

despair, guilt, death anxiety, depersonalization, social isolation, and rumination 
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(Waskowic & Chartier, 2003). Bowlby (1980) also found that those who are insecure in 

attachment have a harder time adjusting to loss of an attachment figure. More 

specifically, those with high attachment anxiety have low self-efficacy during times of 

loss and usually demonstrate clinging and help-seeking behaviors (Worden, 1983). 

Individuals who demonstrate high attachment avoidance also do not adjust well to 

grieving situations. After losing an attachment figure, individuals may show limited 

symptoms, but may experience reactions later on (Worden, 1983).  

Most of the previous research assesses attachment and grief by analyzing the loss 

of an attachment figure (Bowlby, 1980; Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; Worden, 1983), but 

Klass (2006) argued that attachment is more than an attachment figure as we mature. Our 

identities are made up of additional attachments beyond parents and romantic partners 

and can include many individuals from our social lives (Klass, 2006). Klass (2006) 

suggested that differences in viewing attachment figures could be a cultural difference. 

More individualistic cultures may have weaker attachment systems with others, therefore 

making the loss of an attachment figure a focal point of current bereavement research 

(Klass, 2006). This study supplements the current literature by addressing the loss of 

attachment figures, but also adds insight into the loss of other individuals that may not be 

viewed as directly associated with the bereaved.  

Attachment theory and social media usage. Attachment theory has been used to 

study grief and social media usage. Hart et al. (2015) explained that Facebook offers 

advantages to those with attachment anxiety and avoidance. Since those high in 

attachment anxiety care deeply about self-presentation, they are able to decide what their 

Facebook friends see and do not see (Hart et al., 2015). Those who are high in attachment 
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avoidance also benefit from social media usage because they can still communicate with 

others, but without physical proximity (Hart et al., 2015).  

 The disconnected tendency for attachment avoidant individuals was also observed 

by Lin (2015) who found that individuals with attachment avoidance dislike social 

interactions on Facebook, especially when it came to needing emotional support. Yaakobi 

and Goldenburg (2014) found similar findings when asking participants (N=14) if they 

would post messages online that varied from low threat to high threat messages. They 

found that those individuals high in avoidance were not willing to post high threat 

messages on Facebook. Nonetheless, those Facebook interactions did help those with 

attachment anxiety, who were more likely to use Facebook as a beneficial tool, because it 

helped reduce anxiety about social interactions (Lin, 2015). However, similar findings 

may not be the case when the messages are deemed high threat. Yaakobi and Goldenburg 

(2014) found that when a potential message was deemed a high threat, those with 

attachment anxiety are not willing to share these high threat messages on Facebook. 

However, if the message is neutral, they are more willing than those without attachment 

anxiety to share. These studies examined in this section illuminate the need for additional 

research on grief messages on Facebook. Several advantages of Facebook include being 

able to interact with others online without physical proximity, the option to decide what 

other Facebook users do and do not see, the ability to assess if a message is high threat or 

low threat prior to posting can all be aids to grieving for those with attachment anxiety or 

avoidance. The unique social media advantages may assist in bereavement; however, 

with little academic scholarship around the topic the bereaved may face additional 
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challenges in coping with their grief. This study aims to help individual communication 

with the deceased online. 

Communicating with the Deceased Online  

 Communication with known individuals. Social media has been shown to make 

one feel that they still have a connection with those who have died by not ceasing 

communication (DeGroot, 2012; Rossetto et al., 2015). This interpersonal connection 

aligns with the two-track model of bereavement’s second track which discussed a need 

for an ongoing relationship with the deceased (Koblenz, 2016; Malkinson et al., 2006; 

Rubin, 1999). When individuals commented on posts, the majority of posts were directly 

addressing the deceased, showing relational continuity (DeGroot, 2012; Kern et al., 2012, 

Klastrup, 2015; Williams & Merten, 2009). Furthermore, Sigman (1991) discovered that 

communication only stops when both parties cease the communication, even if one 

person is not physically present, the communication can continue; a concept further 

illustrated through the continuing bonds model (Klass, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996).  

Posting on Facebook is a way to continue this communication by posting on 

people’s walls, direct messaging them, and posting a status about them. The ongoing 

communication has been observed as a benefit of not deleting an account as friends and 

family can maintain a sustained connection and have a way to say good-bye (Rossetto et 

al., 2015). Ongoing communication can continue through Facebook by providing an 

opportunity for the bereaved to post updates about important life events, memories, or 

current feelings the bereaved may be experiencing with the deceased (DeGroot, 2012; 

Williams & Merten, 2009).  
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 Communication with strangers. Previous research has established that one of 

the main disadvantages of communicating about the deceased on Facebook was the act of 

bandwagon mourners (Rossetto et al., 2015), grief tourists (Marwick & Ellison, 2012) or 

as DeGroot (2012) coined them, emotional rubberneckers. These types of people were 

not necessarily connected to the deceased during their life, but take part in posting about 

the deceased and are able to watch the emotions of others posting on the deceased’s page. 

Marwick and Ellison (2012) observed that those who did not know the deceased posted 

about having some sort of connection to the person such as “being a mother, losing 

someone in a similar fashion, or being from the same town” (p. 388).  

Rossetto et al. (2015) found that emotional rubberneckers actions are perceived as 

unhelpful to those grieving and these people are viewed as trying to get undeserved 

attention and sympathy. Additionally, they found that in some messages, it is hard to tell 

if the person actually knows the deceased because a majority of people will post “RIP” or 

another combination of the stock phrase (Rossetto et al., 2015). As a result, the memorial 

page serves the function of a “candle or flower left by a stranger, never to return to the 

site again” (p. 161). Although these digital comments are not negative in nature, they are 

seen as adverse by those who were close to the deceased (Klastrup, 2015). However, 

there are also instances of intentionally nasty comments left on memorial pages, 

especially if the death was extensively covered by the media such as a tragic accident or 

homicide (Kern et al., 2012). Although this phenomenon of posting on a deceased 

stranger’s page may seem out of the ordinary to some, the emotional connection to the 

deceased continues to be a factor in posting (Marwick & Ellison, 2012). 
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 Celebrity deaths on Facebook. The emotional connection that would lead one 

to posting on a deceased stranger’s page is also seen in deaths of celebrities via their 

parasocial relationships. In Horton and Wohl’s seminal 1956 work, they define parasocial 

relationships as the type of relationship that is built when people interact with media 

figure as if they were in an actual interpersonal relationship with that individual (as cited 

in Derrick, Gabriel & Tippin, 2008). These parasocial relationships may be with fictional 

characters, news anchors, or other types of celebrities and are often seen to mimic real 

relationships (Derrick et al., 2008). People tend to respond to parasocial relationships in 

the same way they would a real relationship (Derrick et al., 2008), but with little to no 

face-to-face interaction, there is little risk of rejection associated with these interactions. 

In the case of those with attachment anxiety who often fear rejection (Smith et al., 1999), 

parasocial relationships could prove beneficial and may lead to a significant relationship 

between attachment anxiety and posting after the death of a celebrity.  

Memorial pages on Facebook. Creating a memorial page is an option for users 

who wish to create an online tribute to the deceased. A memorial page can create a place 

for the bereaved to share messages, photos, and memories of the deceased (Marwick & 

Ellison, 2012). The memorial page could also serve as a way of news dissemination about 

the funeral, or any other memorial events, which is seen as a primary benefit of creating a 

memorial page (Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Rossetto et al., 2015). The memorialization 

pages may also be set up so that the page itself can be liked by others. However, this type 

of page does pose problems because people are likely to associate the number of likes 

with the impact the person had on others during their life (Marwick & Ellison, 2012). 

Pages can be created on Facebook or through another site such as a blog and are seen as 
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the “go-to” places for those affected by the death (Klastrup, 2015). One explanation for 

the popularity of memorial pages could be because posting is focused on the written 

word, it is a way to express feelings without physically showing visible distress (i.e. 

crying) and could lend itself to more unguarded communication (Kern, Forman, & Gil-

Egui, 2012).  

 Although individual subjects make up the majority of memorial pages, they are 

also popular for collective subjects, victims of violent deaths, animals, fictional 

characters, and celebrities (Kern et al., 2012). Memorial pages have their advantages, 

because if the deceased member has their Facebook page deleted, people may still be 

looking for online memories. Memorialization pages have been seen as helpful for many 

individuals because they have a digital place to remember the deceased, and they provide 

people who cannot be in attendance at the funeral a chance to honor the deceased 

(Rossetto et al., 2015). Carroll and Landry (2010) observed that the highest frequency of 

visiting a deceased person’s Facebook page was right after death. When participants in 

Carroll and Landry’s (2010) study were asked what they would do if a friend was in a car 

accident over Spring Break, 85% said they would likely or certainly join a memorial 

group.  

Facebook policies for the deceased’s accounts. Social media has created a new 

context in which users grieve. While grief is a taboo topic, Facebook users are still 

posting about the deceased (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 2012;  Klastrup, 

2015; Marwick & Elison, 2012; McCallig, 2014; Rosetto et al., 2015). This change in 

grieving trends has lead Facebook to change its policies on what happens to our pages 

once we die. On their Help Center, Facebook mentions that there are a few possibilities 
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for the deceased’s accounts. First is a memorialized account which is decided by the 

individual prior to their passing (Facebook, 2016a). If this option is selected, a legacy 

contact must be selected and this person is responsible for notifying Facebook that the 

account should be changed to a memorial account. Any profile without a legacy contact 

cannot be turned into a memorialized account, but people under 18 years of age cannot 

select a legacy contact until they are of legal age. This means that the Facebook page of 

the deceased would remain active unless family members contacted Facebook to change 

those settings. Additionally, the legacy contact will not be able to log into the account or 

post (Facebook, 2016b). After someone passes away, “remembering” will be shown next 

to their name on the profile. Any content that they shared including statuses, videos, and 

pictures will remain on the page. Depending on the settings, others could still post on the 

memorialized page’s timeline. Any pages that the deceased was an administrator on will 

no longer show that they are managing that page and pages where the sole administrator 

was the deceased can be removed from Facebook with a valid request. Once the account 

is memorialized, it will no longer show in people you may know or birthday reminders 

(Facebook, 2016a). Second, users could simply leave their page active after they have 

died (Facebook, 2016a). However, this means that those who are Facebook friends with 

the deceased will still receive reminders such as birthday reminders or friendship 

anniversaries. Additionally, those who remain Facebook friends with the deceased can 

still post on the deceased’s wall. Besides a lack of activity from the user, the deceased’s 

Facebook page would still look as though it did when the user died.  

Although Facebook is trying to come up with the best solution to deal with the 

deceased’s profiles, some have criticized the memorialization policy saying that counting 
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on the public to notify Facebook can lead to accounts being memorialized before the 

person is dead (McCallig, 2013). For example, if a woman chooses her husband as her 

legacy contact and the two divorce, the husband could get revenge by telling Facebook 

she has died. After this, the account would turn into a memorialized account. As a result, 

not one person could log into the account once it had been changed. Thus, the woman 

would have to contact Facebook to have her account re-activated. This may be an 

atypical situation, but one that is plausible under the current Facebook memorialized 

account policy. McCallig (2013) mentioned there are many problems with the current 

policy, but one positive aspect is that the legacy contact system empowers people because 

while they are alive they can choose what happens to their accounts once they die. 

McCallig (2013) believes that the policies will most likely be a debate of lawyers and 

estate planners who may take Facebook to court over the memorialization policy to make 

accounts be seen as digital assets that would require the same legal counsel as other 

assets (McCallig, 2013).  DeSpelder and Strickland (2015) agree that this is a 

complicated situation for digital assets ownership. DeSpelder and Strickland (2015) add:  

Families and online companies may find themselves on opposite sides in a battle 

for access to digital assets: social media accounts, online photos, and other 

records…Whereas a safe deposit box at the bank becomes part of the deceased’s 

estate and whoever controls the estate can open the box, the situation with online 

assets is less clear. (p. 43)  

Although social media is not currently seen as a digital asset, this is an important area to 

study. If one chooses not to have a memorialized account, the account can be deleted if 

the user chooses this option in the settings before they die. However, a legacy contact still 
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must be chosen to alert Facebook of the passing (Facebook, 2016a). If friends and family 

still wish to use Facebook to memorialize the deceased, Facebook suggests creating a 

memorial page to share memories. A request for memorialization or deletion of the 

account can be requested by friends and family if the individual had not changed the 

settings while they were alive, but they must go through a requesting process if they wish 

to do so (Facebook, 2016a). 

 Studying attachment dimensions and examining how different types of people 

would react online to a death could help Facebook and its users create an online space 

that would assist those grieving. For example, if more people want to post online, 

memorial pages could become more commonplace so that those who want to post have a 

place to do so. Conversely, if results from this study indicate that a majority of people do 

not like posting online once someone has died, the memorialization feature on Facebook 

could be more heavily promoted.  

Although these features currently exist, many do see Facebook’s policies as 

flawed (McCallig, 2013). One solution that this study poses is to examine Facebook 

user’s preferences of posting after the death of a known or unknown individual. By 

examining those with attachment avoidance and attachment, we can see a variety of 

respondents with different personality traits, to better understand how a variety of people 

would react on Facebook following a death. Since Facebook is the primary site used for 

posting grief messages, (Ambrosino, 2016; Degroot, 2012; Degroot 2014; Kern, Forman, 

& Gil-Egu, 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; McCalling, 2014; 

Pennington, 2013; Rossetto et al., 2015) Facebook will also be used in this study to assess 

likelihood to post online.  
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The current literature not only illustrates that Facebook is the best social media 

outlet for this study, but that attachment theory is the appropriate fit to study grief 

messages. Moreover, the current literature proves that the way in which people grieve is 

different than once believed and social media, specifically Facebook is adding to the 

change in the grief process.  

In summary, grief is no longer seen as a systematic process (Dennis, 2012). The 

bereaved can experience reactions to grief that may include personal growth, detachment, 

disorganization, despair, and anger; these symptoms are not seen as stages, but one may 

experience the reactions in different orders or some symptoms not at all (Hogan, 2001). 

One way in which people cope is through a maintained relationship with the deceased 

known as a continuing bond, where although one party is absent, the relationship 

continues (Klass et al., 1996; Klass, 2006; Field, 2006). Futhermore, this relationship has 

been seen to continue on Facebook (Degroot, 2012; Degroot 2014; Kern, Forman, & Gil-

Egu, 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; McCalling, 2014; Pennington, 

2013; Rossetto et al., 2015).  

The continued attachment to the deceased is been studied using attachment theory 

(Bowlby, 1980; Schenck et al., 2016; Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; Worden, 1983). The 

basis of attachment theory is the separation from an attachment figure (Bowlby, 1969) 

making studying grief and attachment an ideal fit. Individuals with the attachment 

dimensions of anxiety and avoidance have been shown to exhibit more feelings of anger, 

despair, guilt, death anxiety, depersonalization, social isolation, and rumination while 

grieving (Waskowic & Chartier, 2003). Studying the reactions of those identifying with 
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these attachment dimensions gives researchers a look into how attachment affects grief 

specifically on Facebook. 

  Researchers have examined grief messages on Facebook thus far utilizing content 

analysis (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & 

Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) to observe the types of mourning behaviors 

online. This study will examine these online grief behaviors through quantitative research 

which allows for data on more respondents than previous scholarship. Based on the 

review of literature and to extend understanding of grief messages on Facebook based on 

attachment dimensions, this study proposes the following hypotheses and research 

questions. 

Research Question and Hypotheses  

H1a: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting a status update following the death of an individual increases.  

H1b: As attachment anxiety increased among participants, the likelihood of 

posting on the deceased’s wall following the death of that individual increases.  

 H2a: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting a status update 

following the death of an individual decreases.  

 H2b: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting on the 

deceased’s wall following the death of that individual decreases. 

RQ1: Are there any differences between the four levels of attachment styles 

(secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, fearful avoidant) and an individual’s reaction 

to a death on Facebook (status update, posting on the deceased’s wall, direct messaging) 

in the following scenarios?  
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A. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a family member died. 

B. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a friend died. 

C. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if an acquaintance died.  

D. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a celebrity you are familiar 

with died. 

E. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone from your 

community that you did not know died. 

F. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone you do not know at 

all died.  

G. Writing on a deceased family member’s Facebook page.  

H. Writing on a deceased friend’s Facebook page.  

I. Writing on a deceased acquaintance’s Facebook page. 

J. Writing on a deceased celebrity’s Facebook page that you were familiar with. 

K. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page from your community that you 

do not know personally.  

L. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page that you do not know at all. 

M. Direct messaging a deceased family member on Facebook Messenger. 

N. Direct messaging a deceased friend on Facebook Messenger. 

O. Direct messaging a deceased acquaintance on Facebook Messenger. 

P. Direct messaging a deceased celebrity that you are familiar with on Facebook 

Messenger. 

Q. Direct messaging a deceased community member that you do not know 

personally on Facebook Messenger. 



   34 

R. Direct messaging a deceased person you did not know at all on Facebook 

Messenger. 
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Chapter 3  

Methodology 

The current literature established the connection between attachment theory and 

grief (Bowlby, 1980; Schenck, Eberle, & Rings, 2016; Waskowic & Chartier, 2003; 

Worden, 1983) and recent studies have added attachment theory scholarship to computer 

mediated communication studies (Hart, Nalling, Bizer, & Collins, 2015; Lin, 2015). 

Thus, additional research is needed which explores how attachment dimensions relate to 

grief messages on Facebook. Based on the knowledge gained from previous scholarship, 

hypotheses are able to be deduced, yet another research question must be addressed to 

fully understand this phenomenon. In this study, the following hypotheses and research 

question was explored. 

Research Question and Hypotheses  

H1a: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting a status update increases.  

H1b: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting on the deceased’s wall increases.  

 H2a: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting a status update 

decreases.  

 H2b: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting on the 

deceased’s wall decreases. 

RQ1: Are there any differences between the four levels of attachment styles 

(secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, fearful avoidant) and an individual’s reaction 
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to a death on Facebook (status update, posting on the deceased’s wall, direct messaging) 

in the following scenarios?  

A. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a family member died.  

B. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a friend died.  

C. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if an acquaintance died.  

D. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a celebrity you are familiar 

with died. 

E. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone from your 

community that you did not know died. 

F. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone you do not know at 

all died. 

G. Writing on a deceased family member’s Facebook page.  

H. Writing on a deceased friend’s Facebook page. 

I. Writing on a deceased acquaintance’s Facebook page. 

J. Writing on a deceased celebrity’s Facebook page that you were familiar with. 

K. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page from your community that you 

do not know personally. 

L. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page that you do not know at all. 

M. Direct messaging a deceased family member on Facebook Messenger. 

N. Direct messaging a deceased friend on Facebook Messenger. 

O. Direct messaging a deceased acquaintance on Facebook Messenger. 

P. Direct messaging a deceased celebrity that you are familiar with on Facebook 

Messenger. 
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Q. Direct messaging a deceased community member that you do not know 

personally on Facebook Messenger. 

R. Direct messaging a deceased person you did not know at all on Facebook 

Messenger. 

This study is positivistic as quantitative data was gathered from surveys. Current 

research in this area primarily uses content analysis (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern 

et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) to 

gather data. Therefore, quantitative, positivistic research has not yet been fully utilized by 

researchers when studying messages of grief online. Rossetto, Lannutti, and Stauman 

(2015) and Carroll and Landry (2010) used a positivistic methodology which 

demonstrates the usefulness of this method for studying grief messages on Facebook.  

Frey, Botan, and Kreps (2000) stated that positivistic research can be useful and 

that the findings can be more persuasive than naturalistic research. The findings from this 

quantitative study emerged through the use of surveys. Because of the delicate nature of 

the study, a questionnaire proved useful as surveys allow participants to answer the 

questions when they are ready and surveys obtain responses from people who may not be 

willing to talk with researchers about this topic (Frey et al., 2000). Participants were 

asked to complete an online QuestionPro survey that first assessed their attachment 

dimensions using the Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) 

scale and addressed issues specific to grief messages and their intent to post a status 

update, post on the deceased’s wall, or direct message the deceased, with the deceased 

varying from a known individual to a stranger.  
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Participants  

A volunteer sample was taken from the researcher’s Facebook page urging the 

researcher’s Facebook friend group to take the survey. This proved helpful because 

volunteers tend to “have greater intellectual ability, interest, and motivation” (Frey et al., 

2000). Snowball sampling was utilized by encouraging participants to share the post with 

their Facebook friends so that the optimum amount of survey responses can be gathered. 

This allowed a larger amount of responses (Frey et al., 2000). This sampling method 

proved useful in gaining participants that varied in age, location, and educational 

backgrounds. The total number of participants was 257.  

This study utilized the nondirective questionnaire method because participants 

must have a Facebook page and be over 18 years of age to be considered eligible for the 

study. The first two questions of the survey assessed eligibility and if participants answer 

no to either they were not taken onto the next question. Once participants answer the 

initial questions, the rest of the questions will be directive. This directive method for the 

questions was utilized since this method allows researchers to easily gather information 

from many people to compare (Frey et al., 2000).    

Instrumentation/Operationalization  

 The previously-established twelve-question Experiences in Close Relationships 

Scale – Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) will be utilized in this survey as the primary 

instrumentation. Previous reliability for the ECR-S is .78 for anxiety and .84 for 

avoidance. For this survey, reliability of the ECR-S was α = .78. For the anxiety sub-

score α =.78 and for avoidance α = .79. The ECR-S questionnaire was chosen because the 

questions assess attachment dimensions dimensionally based on levels of attachment 
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anxiety and attachment avoidance. Wei et al. (2007) asked respondents to assess how 

closely they relate with a given statement on a 7-point Likert-type scale with one being 

disagree strongly and seven being agree strongly. The higher the number and more 

strongly participants agree, the closer they are to identifying with that attachment anxiety 

or avoidance based on the question. The scale uses statements such as “It helps to turn to 

my romantic partner in times of need” and “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by 

my partner.” Half of the questions assess attachment anxiety and the other half 

attachment avoidance. This questionnaire can be found in its entirety in Appendix A. 

Questions that assess attachment avoidance are noted in bold text. 

Other adaptations of the scale such as the Experiences in Close Relationships full 

survey (Brennan et al., 1998) assess attachment by using 36 questions, but the short 

version was chosen for length. Frey et al. (2000) say mortality in participants can occur 

due to loss of interest when taking a survey that may be too long. Having participants 

complete the Experiences in Close Relationships (Brennan et al., 1998) would require 

participants to answer the 36 questions in addition to the questions regarding their 

likelihood to post online following the death of a loved one or stranger and this could 

lead to mortality in participants who lose interest in the survey. They also could 

experience fatigue effect after answering many questions and not provide accurate 

information in later items (Frey et al., 2000) which is important to avoid in this survey 

since the questions pertaining to grief messages are at the end of the survey.  

 Since the previously-established Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form 

(Wei et al., 2007) attachment questionnaire uses a 7-point Likert-type scale, the 

remainder of the questions use this format for consistency. After analyzing their 
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attachment tendencies, participants will be asked questions pertaining to what they would 

post online following the death of a known individual or a stranger with varying degrees 

of knowing the individual. Additionally, the questions ask participants if they would post 

a status update, post in the deceased’s wall, or direct message each of the varying levels 

of knowing the deceased. These questions are ordered in a tunnel format with 

demographic information at the end which will allow for a consistency in the coding of 

responses (Frey et al., 2000). The questions ask participants to rate scenarios such as 

“What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if a family 

member died?” and “What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased community 

member you did not personally know on Facebook Messenger?” A complete list of 

questions can be found in Appendix B. By asking questions about attachment, degree to 

which the person is known, and how they would post, the researcher can analyze 

interaction effects. This is a common method used to study complex ways that variables 

are related (Frey et al., 2000).  

 Results of this survey should be interpreted based on the possible sample 

population of college students. Although not all participants will be among this age 

group, since the majority are predicted to be, the age demographic should be a 

consideration in the interpretation of survey results. This young audience is not 

necessarily representative of every age group, but due to the high volume of college 

students using social media and the convenience of sampling them, this target population 

was chosen to study.  
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Analysis 

 Hypotheses: Hypothesis one stated, as attachment anxiety increases among 

participants, the likelihood of posting publically (status update or posting on the 

deceased’s wall) increases. This hypothesis was tested using a correlation. Results were 

analyzed to see if the direction of the relationship is positive or negative and to determine 

the strength of that association. A correlation of .4 and above is ideal to show a strong 

relationship between the variables. Additionally, the p value was analyzed to see if the 

value is significant at less than .05.  

 Hypothesis two stated, as attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of 

posting publically (status update or posting on the deceased’s wall) decreases. This 

hypothesis was also tested by using a correlation. Results were analyzed to see if the 

direction of the relationship is positive or negative and to determine the strength of that 

association. A correlation of .4 and above would be ideal to show a strong relationship 

between the variables. Additionally, the p value was analyzed to see if it is significant at 

less than .05. 

Research Question. Research question one states, are there any differences 

between the four levels of attachment styles (secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, 

fearful avoidant) and an individual’s reaction to a death on Facebook (status update, 

posting on the deceased’s wall, direct messaging)? Various degrees of knowing the 

individual were presented family, friend, acquaintance, celebrity, community member, 

and stranger. This question was analyzed using an independent samples Kruskal-Wallis 

test because of the uneven number of participants in each of the four attachment style 
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groups. The data was analyzed using a confidence level of 95%, so if the p value is less 

than .05 the results will be significant. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 This study examined the relationship between attachment dimensions and the 

likelihood to post on Facebook following the death of individuals with varying degrees of 

relationships with the poster. To test the hypotheses and address the research question, a 

volunteer sample was collected using Facebook as the medium for survey distribution. A 

post containing the survey link was posted onto Facebook and shared by others, utilizing 

the snowball sampling method. In total, 257 participants completed the survey. The data 

collection began on January 16, 2018 and ended on February 12, 2018. The completion 

rate for the data was 65.49% with each participant taking about four minutes to complete 

the survey. This chapter analyses the likelihood for individuals with secure, preoccupied, 

dismissive, and fearful avoidant attachment styles to post on Facebook following the 

death of a family member, friend, acquaintance, community member, celebrity, and a 

stranger.  

Demographic Information  

 Participants included 257 individuals. Females made up 77.8% (n = 207) of the 

sample, males 15.4% (n = 41), 1.9% (n = 5) were gender variant/non-conforming and 

.4% (n = 1) preferred not to say. The mean age of participants was 35.01 (SD = 13.280). 

A majority of participants identified themselves as Caucasian (91.4%), 2.3% identified as 

Hispanic or Latino, 1.1% identify with Asian/Pacific Islander, .8% identify with Native 

American or American Indian and the remainder 1.1% selected other. Nine participants 

(3.4%) did not respond to the question.  
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Instrumentation  

 Each survey participant was asked a series of demographic questions, as well as 

completed the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale – Short Form (Wei et al., 2007). 

This scale established which of the attachment styles best-matched participant’s 

relationship experiences, secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, or fearful avoidant. 

The mean and standard deviation was found for both attachment anxiety and avoidance 

(M = 3.64, SD =1.21) and avoidance (M = 2.44, SD = 1.00). Moreover, the survey 

allowed for the identification of a specific attachment style for each participant. Table 

one depicts the attachment styles of the participants.  

Table 1  

Attachment Styles of Participants  

Attachment Style  Frequency Percent 

Secure   152 57.1 

Preoccupied   89 33.5 

Dismissing 

Avoidant 

 8 3.0 

Fearful Avoidant   10 3.8 

Total   266 100 
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After the ECR-S, participants responded to a series of questions of 18 questions 

relating to their likelihood to post on their page, post on the deceased’s page, or direct 

message the deceased followed the previously established attachment dimensions’ scale. 

Table two depicts the mean and standard deviation for each likelihood question.  

Table 2  

Likelihood Questions Mean and Standard Deviation  

Likelihood Question  Mean Standard Deviation 

Status Update  

    Family Member 

  

4.91 

 

1.966 

    Friend  4.82 1.908 

    Acquaintance  2.96 1.755 

    Celebrity   2.94 1.926 

    Community Member 

    Stranger  

 2.07 

1.33 

1.436 

.730 

Deceased’s Facebook Page  

    Family Member  

  

3.50 

 

2.132 

    Friend 

    Acquaintance  

    Celebrity  

    Community Member 

    Stranger  

Direct Messaging  

 

    Family Member  

 

    Friend 

 

  

 

3.55 

2.09 

 

1.50 

 

1.33 

 

1.12 

 

 

 

2.04 

 

1.96 

 

2.175 

1.471 

1.077 

.743 

.396 

 

1.724 

 

1.655 
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    Acquaintance  

 

    Celebrity  

 

    Community Member  

 

    Stranger  

 

1.27 

 

1.10 

 

1.09 

 

1.07 

.726 

 

.402 

 

.359 

 

.316 

 

 

The following hypotheses and research questions were proposed for the study.  

H1a: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting a status update increases.  

H1b: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting on the deceased’s wall increases.  

H2a: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting a status update 

decreases.  

H2b: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting on the 

deceased’s wall decreases. 

RQ1: Are there any differences between the four levels of attachment styles 

(secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, fearful avoidant) and an individual’s reaction 

to a death on Facebook (status update, posting on the deceased’s wall, direct messaging) 

in the following scenarios?  

A. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a family member died. 

B. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a friend died. 

C. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if an acquaintance died.  

D. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a celebrity you are familiar 

with died. 
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E. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone from your 

community that you did not know died. 

F. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone you do not know at 

all died. 

G. Writing on a deceased family member’s Facebook page.  

H. Writing on a deceased friend’s Facebook page. 

I. Writing on a deceased acquaintance’s Facebook page. 

J. Writing on a deceased celebrity’s Facebook page that you were familiar with. 

K. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page from your community that you 

do not know personally. 

L. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page that you do not know at all. 

M. Direct messaging a deceased family member on Facebook Messenger. 

N. Direct messaging a deceased friend on Facebook Messenger. 

O. Direct messaging a deceased acquaintance on Facebook Messenger. 

P. Direct messaging a deceased celebrity that you are familiar with on Facebook 

Messenger. 

Q. Direct messaging a deceased community member that you do not know 

personally on Facebook Messenger. 

R. Direct messaging a deceased person you did not know at all on Facebook 

Messenger. 

Attachment anxiety and likelihood of posting a status update 

 Hypothesis 1a. stated that “As attachment anxiety increases among participants, 

the likelihood of posting a status update following the death of an individual increases.” 
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This hypothesis was partially supported and is further detailed with each scenario below. 

A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the 

death of a family member. A significant correlation was not found (r (256) = .106, p > 

.05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the 

death of a friend. A weak, but positive relationship was found (r (256) = .144, p < .05) 

indicating a statistically significant correlation between the two variables. A Pearson 

correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the death of an 

acquaintance. A significant relationship was not found (r (256) = .019, p > .05). A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the death of a 

celebrity. A weak, but positive relationship was found (r (256) = .139, p < .05) indicating 

a statistically significant correlation between the two variables. A Pearson correlation 

coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment anxiety 

and their likelihood to post a status update following the death of a community member 

the participant did not know. A significant relationship was not found (r (256) = .077, p > 

.05). Finally, a Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the 

death of someone the participant did not know. A significant relationship was not found 

(r (256) = .110, p > .05). In summary, significant correlations were found between 

attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post a status update after the death of a friend 
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and the death of a celebrity. However, significant correlations were not found between 

participant attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post a status update following the 

death of a family member, an acquaintance, community member, and stranger. 

Attachment anxiety and likelihood of posting on the deceased’s wall  

 Hypothesis 1b. stated that “As attachment anxiety increases among participants, 

the likelihood of posting on the deceased’s wall following the death of that individual 

increases.” This hypothesis was partially supported and is further detailed with each 

scenario below. A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship 

between participants’ attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post on the deceased’s 

wall following the death of a family member. A significant relationship was not found 

between the variables (r (256) = .068, p > .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was 

calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment anxiety and their 

likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death of a friend. A significant 

relationship was not found (r (256) = .093, p > .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient 

was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment anxiety and their 

likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death of an acquaintance. A 

significant relationship was not found (r (254) = .013, p > .05). A Pearson correlation 

coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment anxiety 

and their likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death of a celebrity they 

are familiar with. A significant relationship was not found (r (254) = .079, p > .05). A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment anxiety and their likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death 

of a community member that they did not know personally. A weak, but statistically 
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significant correlation was found (r (253) = .126, p < .05). A Pearson correlation 

coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment anxiety 

and their likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death of someone they 

did not know at all. A significant relationship was not found (r (254) = .075, p > .05). In 

summary, significant correlations were found between attachment anxiety and the 

likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall in the case of a community member. Significant 

correlations were not found with attachment anxiety and posting on the deceased’s wall 

in the case of a family member, friend, acquaintance, celebrity, or stranger.  

Attachment avoidance and likelihood of posting a status update 

 Hypothesis 2a. stated that “As attachment avoidance increases among 

participants, the likelihood of posting on a status update following the death of on 

individual decreases.” This hypothesis was partially supported and is further detailed with 

each scenario below. A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship 

between participants’ attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a status update 

following the death of a family member. A significant relationship was found (r (255) = -

.161, p < .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship 

between participants’ attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post a status update 

following the death of a friend. A significant relationship was not found (r (255) = -.096, 

p > .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post a status update following 

the death of an acquaintance. A weak, but statistically significant relationship was found 

between the stated variables (r (255) = -.128, p < .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient 

was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment avoidance and their 
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likelihood to post a status update following the death of a celebrity they are familiar with. 

A significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (255) = -.002, p > .05). 

A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post a status update following 

the death of someone from their community. A significant relationship was not found 

between the variables (r (255) = -.065, p > .05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was 

calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment avoidance and their 

likelihood to post a status update following the death of someone they did not know at 

all. A significant relationship was not found between the variables between the variables 

(r (255) = .080, p > .05). In summary, significant correlations were found between 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post a status update in the case of a family 

member and an acquaintance. Significant correlations were not found between 

attachment avoidance and participants’ likelihood to post a status update in the case of a 

friend, celebrity, community member, or stranger.  

Attachment avoidance and likelihood of posting on the deceased’s wall  

 Hypothesis 2b. stated that “As attachment avoidance increases among 

participants, the likelihood of posting on the deceased’s wall following the death of that 

individual decreases.” The hypothesis was not supported. A Pearson correlation 

coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ attachment 

avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased family member’s wall. A significant 

relationship was not found between the variables (r (257) = -.088, p > .05). A Pearson 

correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased friend’s wall. A 
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significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (257) = -.029, p > .05). A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased acquaintance’s wall. A 

significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (256) = -.045, p > .05). A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased celebrity’s wall. A 

significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (255) = .020, p > .05). A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between participants’ 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased community member’s 

wall. A significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (254) = -.015, p > 

.05). A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between 

participants’ attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post on a deceased stranger’s 

wall. A significant relationship was not found between the variables (r (255) = .031, p > 

.05). In summary, significant correlations were not found between attachment avoidance 

and the likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall in any of the given relationships of 

family member, friend, acquaintance, celebrity, community member, or stranger.  

Attachment styles and Facebook reactions 

 Research Question one asked “Are there any differences between the four levels 

of attachment styles (secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, fearful avoidant) and an 

individual’s reaction to a death on Facebook (status update, posting on the deceased’s 

wall, direct messaging) in various situations? To answer this question, a series of 

independent samples Kruskal-Wallis tests were conducted for each scenario. Four of the 

eighteen likelihood scenarios yielded significant results. The significant results are 
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further discussed below. Table five includes the test statistic and level of significance for 

all 18 scenarios. 

The Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to compare the four attachment styles and 

the participant’s likelihood to post on the deceased’s wall following the death of a friend. 

A significant result was found (H(3) = 10.280, p < .05), indicating that the four groups of 

attachment styles differed from each other. Follow-up pairwise comparisons indicated 

that those individuals who identify as secure are less likely to post on a deceased friend’s 

wall than those individuals with a preoccupied attachment style. Additionally, the 

pairwise comparisons indicated that those with preoccupied attachment are more likely to 

post on a deceased friend’s wall than their dismissing avoidant counterparts.  

Another Kruskal-Wallis test conducted compared the four attachment styles and 

the likelihood to write on a deceased person’s Facebook page from their community that 

the participant did not know personally. A significant result was found (H(3) = 9.660, p < 

.05), indicating that the four groups differed from each other. Follow-up pairwise 

comparisons indicated that preoccupied attachment individuals are more likely than 

secure attachment individuals to write on a deceased community member’s Facebook 

page.  

Additionally, significant results were found when a Kruskal-Wallis test was 

conducted comparing attachment styles and the likelihood to direct message a deceased 

family member on Facebook messenger (H(3) = 9.865, p < .05). Follow-up pairwise 

comparisons indicate that preoccupied attachment individuals were more likely than 

secure attachment individuals to direct message deceased family members.  
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Lastly, significant results were found when a Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted 

comparing the four attachment styles and the likelihood to direct message a deceased 

friend on Facebook Messenger (H(3) = 10.755, p < .05). Follow-up pairwise comparisons 

indicated that those with a preoccupied attachment style were more likely than those 

individuals with secure attachment to direct message a deceased friend.  

  



   55 

 

Table 3 

Description of Scenario and Assigned Variable Number for Table 4 and 5 Descriptions 

Scenario Description  Number in Table 4 & 5 

Status Update     

      Family   1 

      Friend   2 

      Acquaintance   3 

      Celebrity   4 

      Community Member   5 

      Stranger   6 

Deceased’s Wall    

      Family   7 

      Friend   8 

      Acquaintance   9 

      Celebrity   10 

      Community Member   11 

      Stranger   12 

Direct Messaging    

      Family   13 

      Friend   14 

     Acquaintance   15 

     Celebrity   16 

     Community Member   17 

      Stranger   18 
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Table 4 

Correlation Matrix of Variables  

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20  

                       

 
1 

2 

3 
4 

5 

6 

7 

8 
9 

10 

11 
12 

13 

14 
15 

16 

17 
18 

19 

20 

 

 

 

 

*Denotes 

significant 

results 

  
- 

.217 

.106 

.144 

.019* 

.139 

.077.1

10 
.068 

.093 

.013* 

.079 

.126 

.075 

.192 

.198 

.129 

.073 

.043 

.051 

 

 
 

- 

-.161 
-.096 

-.128 

-.002* 

-.065 

.080 
-.088 

-.029* 

-.045 
.020* 

-.015* 

.031 
-.074 

-.038* 

-.029* 
.069 

.003* 

.031* 

 
 

 

- 
.863 

.561 

.288 

.285 

.107 

.397 

.362 

.294 

.178 

.150 

.074 

.207 

.149 

.094 

.025* 

.039* 

.035* 

 

 
 

 

 
- 

.584 

.355 

.323 

.134 

.440 

.469 

.315 

.231 

.159 

.075 

.180 

.199 

.065 

.018* 

.029* 

.021* 

 
 

 

 
 

- 

.453 

.556 

.335 

.450 

.405 

.517 

.302 

.218 

.132 

.187 

.127 

.218 

.184 

.169 

.161 

 
 

 

 
 

 

- 

.456 

.308 

.219 

.274 

.269 

.413 

.220 

.054 

.020* 

.030* 

.060 

.070 

.009* 

.041 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

- 

.526 

.265 

.275 

.327 

.294 

.368 

.319 

.112 

.080 

.096 

.146 

.195 

.198 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

- 
.100 

.081 

.192 

.312 

.274 

.330 
-.005* 

.004* 
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Table 5  

Kruskal-Wallis Test Results 

Likelihood Scenario H p 

1 2.916 .405 

2 5.769 .123 

3 2.584 .460 

4 5.417 .144 

5 2.180 .536 

6 6.957 .073 

7 7.239 .065 

8 10.280 .016* 

9 2.894 .408 

10 2.453 .484 

11 9.620 .022* 

12 1.679 .642 

13 9.865 .020* 

14 10.755 .013* 

15 1.766 .622 

16 2.199 .532 

17 0.897 .826 

18 1.471 .689 

 

*Denotes significant results 
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Summary  

 This chapter discussed the results of the four hypotheses using correlations and 

the research question using an independent samples Kruskal-Wallis test. Three of the 

hypotheses yielded partially significant results. The research question also produced 

partially significant results depending on the scenario. Significant differences in 

attachment styles were shown in individuals when writing on a deceased friend’s 

Facebook page, writing on a deceased’s community member’s Facebook page, direct 

messaging a deceased family member and direct messaging a deceased friend on 

Facebook. Further explanation of the results are elaborated upon in chapter five.  
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Chapter 5  

Discussion 

This study investigated attachment styles and their relationship to grief messages 

on Facebook. Previous studies analyzed grief on Facebook mostly through the use of 

content analysis (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; 

Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) to observe mourning behaviors 

online. However, this study evaluated these behaviors through the use of surveys to 

assess the following hypotheses and research question.  

H1a: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting a status update increases.  

H1b: As attachment anxiety increases among participants, the likelihood of 

posting on the deceased’s wall increases.  

 H2a: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting a status update 

decreases.  

 H2b: As attachment avoidance increases, the likelihood of posting on the 

deceased’s wall decreases. 

RQ1: Are there any differences between the four levels of attachment styles 

(secure, preoccupied, dismissing avoidant, fearful avoidant) and an individual’s reaction 

to a death on Facebook (status update, posting on the deceased’s wall, direct messaging) 

in the following scenarios?  

A. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a family member died.  

B. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a friend died.  

C. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if an acquaintance died.  
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D. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if a celebrity you are familiar with 

died. 

E. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone from your community 

that you did not know died. 

F. Posting a status update on your Facebook page if someone you do not know at all 

died. 

G. Writing on a deceased family member’s Facebook page.  

H. Writing on a deceased friend’s Facebook page. 

I. Writing on a deceased acquaintance’s Facebook page. 

J. Writing on a deceased celebrity’s Facebook page that you were familiar with. 

K. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page from your community that you do 

not know personally. 

L. Writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page that you do not know at all. 

M. Direct messaging a deceased family member on Facebook Messenger. 

N. Direct messaging a deceased friend on Facebook Messenger. 

O. Direct messaging a deceased acquaintance on Facebook Messenger. 

P. Direct messaging a deceased celebrity that you are familiar with on Facebook 

Messenger. 

Q. Direct messaging a deceased community member that you do not know 

personally on Facebook Messenger. 

R. Direct messaging a deceased person you did not know at all on Facebook 

Messenger. 
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Attachment anxiety and status update about a friend  

 Results from this study found a weak, but positive relationship between 

attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post a status update following the death of a 

friend. This finding suggests that as individuals’ attachment anxiety increases so too does 

their likelihood to post a status following the death of a friend. One possible explanation 

for this result can be explained by how those with attachment anxiety cope with grief. 

Worden (1983) found that those with attachment anxiety display help-seeking behaviors. 

These behaviors include clinging and low self-efficacy (Worden, 1983). During the time 

of Worden’s (1983) study, grief on Facebook was not yet an issue, but in this digital age, 

help-seeking behaviors could possibly include posting a status about a deceased friend. 

The act of posting a status is public, with all of your friends being able to see the post 

(Facebook, 2016a). Thus, a status update about a deceased friend could be a method that 

those with attachment anxiety are utilizing to seek the help they need to cope.  

Attachment anxiety and status update about a celebrity  

 A weak, but significant result was found in the relationship between attachment 

anxiety and an individual’s likelihood to post a status update following the death of a 

celebrity. A likely contributor to this significant result is the parasocial relationship 

between the celebrity and the poster. With parasocial relationships involving little to no 

possible rejection (Derrick et al., 2008), those with attachment anxiety may have a strong 

parasocial relationship with the celebrity in which they posted a status update about. 

Parasocial relationships closely reflect how one acts in real relationships (Derrick et al., 

2008), therefore making those with attachment anxiety likely to post status update just 
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like they would in the case of a real friend, and making attachment avoidance individuals 

not likely to post as a result of the celebrity’s death.  

Attachment anxiety and posting on a community member’s wall  

 A weak, but significant result was found in the Pearson correlation between 

attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post on a deceased community member’s wall. 

Additionally, the Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a significant result when comparing the 

four attachment styles and their differences in posting on a deceased community 

member’s page. Follow-up pairwise comparisons showed that preoccupied attachment 

individuals are more likely than secure attachment individuals to post on a community 

member’s page. These results align with one another in that preoccupied individuals are 

high in attachment anxiety. Two factors could be at play in this specific scenario. First, as 

Marwick and Ellison (2012) discussed in the case of posting about strangers, often times 

the poster feels a connection to the deceased. They explain that “being from the same 

town” can be one of those connections (Marwick & Ellison, 2012). Secondly, while 

experiencing grief, individuals are known to try to re-establish physical proximity 

(Bowlby, 1980). An activity that is often done by visiting the gravesite and often with 

family (Klass, 2006). Since the community member may be close enough to the 

individual to feel grief at their passing, but not in their family or close friend group, 

posting online may serve as a way to reestablish proximity, at least in the digital capacity. 

Rossetto et al. (2015) found that for strangers posting online it may serve the purpose of 

leaving a candle or flower at the gravesite and in the case where one might not attend the 

funeral or visit the gravesite, a Facebook page might be serve the purpose of showing 

their condolences.  
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Attachment avoidance and status update about a family member  

 A significant relationship was found between participants’ attachment avoidance 

and their likelihood to post a status update following the death of a family member. This 

relationship suggests that as one’s attachment avoidance increases, their likelihood to 

post a status update about a family member decreased. One possible explanation behind 

this result is that those with attachment avoidance may experience the symptoms of grief, 

but not show signs until further after the loss of the attachment figure (Worden, 1983). 

Therefore, leaving the possibility that although they may not post right after the death of 

a family member, they would experience grief, but in a less public manner. An additional 

explanation is the experience of detachment, which those with attachment avoidance 

could be susceptible to based on the isolation behaviors those with attachment avoidance 

already face. Detachment behaviors are a type of isolation that can include withdrawal 

from others (Hogan et al., 2001). With Facebook being a widely popular social media 

platform, many of the individual’s social groups may be on the site, and as a result, those 

with attachment avoidance may choose to detach themselves from the social media site.  

Attachment avoidance and status update about an acquaintance  

 A weak, but significant result was found for the relationship between participant’s 

attachment avoidance and their likelihood to post a status update following the death of 

an acquaintance. One factor that could attribute to these results is the tendencies that 

those with attachment avoidance have in their relationships with others. Attachment 

anxiety is characterized by those who avoid intimate relationships (Oldmeadow et al., 
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2012). As a result, those with attachment anxiety could be more disconnected from 

acquaintances in comparison to those with secure and anxious attachment individuals. In 

addition, those with attachment anxiety socially isolate themselves in times of grief 

(Waskowic & Chartier, 2003) and a public post about that would be seen by their 

Facebook friends would open the door for communication, not hinder the communication 

like social isolation.  

Likelihood to post on a deceased friend’s wall 

 The Kruskal-Wallis test compared the four attachment styles and the likelihood to 

write on a deceased friend’s wall and found that there were significant differences 

between attachment styles. Follow up pairwise comparisons indicated that those with 

preoccupied attachment were more likely to post on a deceased friend’s wall than those 

with secure attachment and those with dismissing avoidant attachment. This means that 

those who lean more heavily towards attachment anxiety were seen to be more likely to 

post on a deceased friend’s wall. One contributing factor in these findings could be that 

those with attachment anxiety seek affirmation from others (Oldmeadow et al., 2012). 

This affirmation could come in the form of communication via Facebook. A post on a 

friend’s wall would not only be seen by the poster’s friend group on Facebook, but the 

deceased’s Facebook friends. This large audience could lead to a larger group of 

individuals who will interact with the post on the deceased’s wall. Therefore, the act of 

posting on a deceased friend’s wall could be beneficial for those with attachment anxiety, 

but the action could be one that those with attachment avoidance would avoid. Lin (2015) 

found that those with attachment anxiety avoid social interactions, especially when it 

came to needing emotional support, making the kind of public post that is as public as 
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posting on deceased friends wall one that would not be comfortable for dismissing 

avoidant individuals.  

Likelihood to direct message a deceased family member or friend  

 Hypotheses were not made concerning the differences in direct messaging and 

attachment dimensions because of a gap of literature related to direct messaging. 

However, the current study adds to the literature on direct messaging through Facebook 

and found telling differences in attachment styles when direct messaging deceased family 

members and deceased friends. The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed significant results in 

comparison of attachment styles and likelihood to direct message a family member and 

the likelihood to direct message a friend. Follow-up pairwise comparisons found that for 

both direct messaging family members and friends that preoccupied attachment 

individuals were more likely than secure attachment individuals to direct message the 

deceased. One plausible reason behind this higher likelihood to direct message friends 

and family members from preoccupied individuals could be that the content of these 

messages is deemed a higher threat. Yaakobi and Goldenburg (2014) found those with 

attachment anxiety are not likely to post high threat messages. As a result of friends and 

family often being one’s closest relationships, the messages could be more emotionally 

charged, and therefore could be deemed a higher threat message (Yaakobi & Goldenburg, 

2014). There is also the likelihood that as a result of attachment anxious individuals being 

more likely to self-disclose information (Oldmeadow et al., 2012), the content of the 

messages to the deceased could be highly personal, which could be seen as high threat. 

This is further amplified by anxious attachment individuals caring highly about their self-
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presentation (Oldmeadow et al., 2012) and a highly emotional message could reflect 

poorly on the individual. 

 Another contributing factor for individuals with preoccupied attachment’s 

likelihood to direct message family members and friends could be the presence of a 

continuing bond with those individuals. Posting a status update and posting on the 

deceased’s wall both could lead to communication with others that are grieving, but 

direct messaging is a unique and personal connection with only the deceased. Sigman 

(1991) posited that communication does not cease although one party is no longer present 

meaning that direct messaging these individuals continues the bond (Klass, Silverman, & 

Nickman, 1996). Direct messaging can show relational continuity with the deceased and 

could aid in the grieving process (DeGroot, 2012; Kern et al., 2012, Klastrup, 2015; 

Williams & Merten, 2009). Carmon et al (2010) found that personal growth is strongest 

when there is open communication about grief, especially in the death of a family 

member. Those with secure attachment more easily continue this communication and 

therefore continue the bond (Bowlby, 1980). Since attachment anxious individuals have a 

harder time adjusting to loss (Waskowic & Chartier, 2003), direct messaging family 

members and friends could prove beneficial.     

 Attachment anxiety and likelihood to post. The Pearson correlations yielded 

significant results for attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post a status update about 

a friend or celebrity. However, significant results were not found for attachment anxiety 

and the likelihood to post a status update about a family member, acquaintance, 

community member, stranger. Although the current research shows that a connection 

should exist between attachment anxiety and a higher likelihood to post a status update 



   67 

after a death, in the majority of scenarios, this is not the case. One important distinction 

to note is that for the three categories of knowing an individual (family member, friend, 

acquaintance), friend is the one category where attachment anxiety individuals are more 

likely to post. Where family members may be close to the individual, it is possible that 

the individual has a closer connection to their friends and are therefore, more likely to 

post a status update in the event of the friend’s death.  

Significant results were also found in attachment anxiety and the likelihood to 

post on a deceased community member’s wall; yet, significant results were not found in 

attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post on a family member, friend, acquaintance, 

celebrity, or stranger. It should be noted that celebrity’s pages typically do not allow for 

posts on their wall. Instead, celebrity’s pages are able to be “liked,” but celebrities cannot 

be added as friends. The wording of the question may have led to a lack of significant 

results. For the other categories of family member, friend, acquaintance, and stranger, 

one possible explanation for these results is the popularity of legacy contacts and 

memorial pages. With memorialized pages, Facebook users are not able to post on the 

page of the deceased (Facebook, 2016b), with more Facebook users discovering this 

option, participants in the study may not have thought posting on the deceased’s wall was 

an option. Though for memorialized accounts, posts cannot be made on the page, if the 

page has not been memorialized, posts can be made (Facebook, 2016b), however, this 

distinction may not be well known (McCallig, 2013). 

Attachment avoidance and likelihood to post. The Pearson correlations yielded 

significant results for attachment avoidance and the likelihood to post a status update 

about a deceased family member or acquaintance, meaning that the higher an individual’s 
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attachment avoidance, the less likely they are to post in those scenarios. However, a 

significant relationship was not found for attachment avoidance and the likelihood to post 

a status update about a friend, celebrity, community member, or stranger. Although 

current literature suggests that those with attachment avoidance would be less likely to 

post in all scenarios, the results from this study indicate otherwise.  

Interestingly, out of the three categories of knowing an individual on some degree 

(family member, friend, and acquaintance), friend was the only category that attachment 

avoidant individuals were not found to be less likely to post a status update. These 

findings suggest that while attachment avoidant individuals tend to avoid intimate 

relationships, the friends who have crossed the boundary from acquaintance to friend 

could have a profound effect on individuals with attachment avoidant tendencies. 

Attachment avoidant individuals may not post in the death of a family member because 

they have avoided intimacy with their family members, but their friends, those they have 

chosen to have an intimate relationship with, may have enough of an effect on the 

individual to make attachment avoidant individuals more likely to post as a result of the 

friend’s death. One connection worth elaborating upon is that for both attachment 

anxious and attachment avoidant individuals, they are both likely to post in the event of 

the death of a friend, meaning that attachment dimensions may not play a role, even with 

friends being a close attachment figure. Further research in the area of posting on 

Facebook after the death of a friend could further examine this phenomenon.  

 Attachment styles comparison. In the Kruskal-Wallis tests, differences were 

found in how one posts on the deceased’s wall of a friend and a community member and 

in how individuals direct message a family member and a friend. The remainder of the 



   69 

scenarios yielded non-significant results. Interestingly, there were no differences in 

attachment style and posting a status update in any scenario. One possible contributor is 

that a status update does not contribute to the continued bond between the poster and the 

deceased. Although the deceased party cannot reply, the communication continues 

(Klass, 2006). In both cases of posting on the deceased wall and direct messaging, 

communication is between the poster and the deceased. In the case of a status update, the 

communication is between the poster and the poster’s Facebook friends. Thus, posting a 

status update does not continue the bond with the deceased. This may contribute to why 

attachment does not play as significant role in posting status update as previously 

predicted in this study.  

 In addition, the Kruskal-Wallis tests found a significant difference in the four 

attachment styles and how individuals post on the deceased’s wall for friends and 

community members. This difference could also be attributed to continued bonds. Klass 

(2006) found that in the case of family members, going to the grave is often a way of 

continuing the bond, but with friends and community members, the continued bond may 

still be present, but visiting the grave may not be an activity the bereaved participate in. 

This reasoning could lead to no difference in attachment styles for posting on a deceased 

family member’s page because the continued bond is seen in their real life by visiting the 

grave (Klass, 2006) rather than continuing the bond online. Additionally, this reasoning 

could be why non-significant results were found in the case of celebrities and strangers, 

because there was no real life relationship, therefore leaving no need to continue the bond 

once the stranger has died.  
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 In the case of direct messaging, there was a significant difference in the four 

attachment styles in direct messaging a family member and a friend. A contributing factor 

to these significant results could be the intimacy of direct messaging. Whereas status 

updates and posting on the deceased’s wall both have the ability to be seen by others, 

direct messaging is purely between the bereaved and the deceased, this form of intimate 

communication has the possibility for the bereaved to write messages they may not want 

to be publically posted. With attachment avoidant individuals avoiding intimacy in 

relationships (Oldmeadow et al., 2012), direct messaging could be a form of 

communication that is not preferred. This explanation could also suggest why no 

significant difference was found in direct messaging acquaintances, celebrities, 

community members, and strangers. Individuals may not have information they do not 

feel comfortable sharing publically in the form of a status update or writing on the 

deceased’s wall, because they may not have the type of intimate relationship with those 

individuals that would require the one-on-one communication form of direct messaging. 

The current study starts to examine direct messaging the deceased on Facebook, but 

further research is needed. Hypotheses were not able to be deduced from the previous 

research, however with the results of this study, future hypotheses could be made in the 

area of direct messaging the deceased.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Limitations  

Experiences in Close Relationships Scale Short-Form. One factor that could 

have contributed to the results not showing a difference in attachment and posting on 

Facebook following a death is the questions in the Experiences in Close Relationships 
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Scale Short-Form (Wei et al., 2007). The questions specifically address how one acts in 

romantic relationships. Though romantic relationships are a large part of attachment, they 

are not the only attachment figures (Klass, 2006). This scale measured participant’s 

attachment in romantic relationships, but it is possible that their attachment may be 

different for other relationships.  

Internal Validity Threats. A threat to internal validity in this particular study is the 

participant’s history. First, respondents may have a personal history with grief and/or 

posting about the deceased on Facebook. Because researchers do not know a participant’s 

history without asking additional questions pertaining to their past (Frey et al., 2000), this 

could cause issues with respondents answering questions based on their history with the 

subject.  

External Validity Threats. Threats to external validity includes snowball sampling 

and the spectrum of attachment. Although having volunteer participants means that they 

will be more likely to have higher “intellectual ability, interest, motivation, need for 

approval, and sociability” (Frey et al., 2000) this could pose a threat to generalizing 

results to a wider population.  

A threat to external validity could be the spectrum of attachment dimensions. 

Brennen et al. (1998), advised seeing attachment as a spectrum, meaning that nobody is 

100% one attachment style, but just lean more heavily towards one style. This issue can 

be a threat to external validity because generalizing that all people who lean towards one 

category would behave a certain way on Facebook after a death would be false, but rather 

the results from this survey should be read that they would be more likely, but that is not 

necessarily true for all who fall under one attachment style.  
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Measurement Validity Threats. Threats to measurement validity are due to issues 

with the Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) and the 

questions asking about respondent’s tendencies to post about death on Facebook. First, 

the Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) and the developed 

likelihood questionnaire both used the 7-point Likert-type scale which includes a neutral 

option, but having a true mid-point poses an issue. Since offering a neutral option 

increases the proportion of respondents who chose the mid-point by 10 to 20% (Frey et 

al., 2000), respondents may choose neutral on all of the questions, leading them to not 

lean towards one attachment style or to give answers on this study’s questionnaire that 

would not show which option they would truly choose.  

Second, the measurement issue with the questionnaire about likelihood of posting on 

Facebook after a death is the use of self-reports. Although self-reports are able to ask 

about people’s beliefs, participants may provide inaccurate information when they are 

asked about subject they do not normally think about (Frey et al., 2000). This may pose 

issues since this may be the first time participants have thought about their grief reactions 

and how they would or would not post on Facebook. Another issue with this scale is 

social desirably bias that may have respondents choose what they believe would be most 

acceptable to others (Frey et al., 2000).  

Additionally, a threat to the measurement validity of the questions on respondent’s 

likelihood to post on Facebook following a death is question order effects. The aspects of 

consistency effect, fatigue effect, and redundancy effect may play a role in how 

participants answered the questions. The consistency effect refers to respondents feeling 

their answers to previous questions must be consistent with later questions (Frey et al., 
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2000). In this specific survey, an example of this happening could be if a participant says 

they are not likely to post a status about a deceased family member, but they report that 

they would likely post on the deceased family member’s wall, they may feel that these 

answers are inconsistent and subsequently change their response.  

Next, the fatigue effect where respondents grow tired of answering questions and do 

not give accurate responses (Frey et al., 2000) could happen since they are asked to 

complete two sets of questions, totaling at 35 questions. To try to combat this possible 

measurement validity treat, the Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form (Wei et 

al., 2007) questionnaire was chosen. 

Lastly, the redundancy effect occurs when respondents do not closely examine 

questions because they look similar to previous questions (Frey et al., 2000). The 

wording of questions begins similarly for each section. For example, all questions that are 

asking about status updates are grouped together and begin with “What is your likelihood 

of posting a status update on your Facebook page if...” with this phrase being followed 

with the relationship to the respondent (i.e. if a family member died).  

Attachment style categories. This study had 257 participants, however, a majority of 

those participants had secure attachment (n = 152) leaving the other three groups of 

attachment (preoccupied, dismissing, and fearful) with a small number of participants. 

These uneven groups mean that the other three attachment styles were not as equally 

represented in their responses to the likelihood questions. To account for the unequal cell 

sizes, the independent samples Krusal-Wallis test was chosen.  
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Future Directions 

While the current study adds to the literature of grief messages on Facebook and 

attachment theory, future research can further expand the topic. First, additional research 

could assess attachment theory and grief messages on Facebook using a different 

methodology. Although content analysis has been used (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; 

Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) 

and this study adds a positivistic approach, a naturalistic study could further add to the 

literature and further deepen our understanding of the reasoning behind one would choose 

or not choose to react to grief on Facebook. Second, this current study examined six types 

of relationships (family member, friend, acquaintance, celebrity, community member, 

and stranger). Although this covers a variety of relationships, there are more to be 

discovered. Some of these types of relationships could include coworkers, pets, 

classmates, bosses, etc. Additionally, a further look into the differences in gender and 

grieving may prove differences in how grief messages on Facebook, therefore, future 

studies should examine gender differences as it relates to the findings of this study. 

Finally, this research can be applied to Facebook and possibly other social media outlets’ 

policies on the deceased’s accounts. Facebook pages that are memorialized on Facebook 

currently, may or may not allow for posts to be made onto the page (Facebook, 2016a). 

By not allowing posts to be made on the deceased’s page, this may make the grieving 

process harder on those who wish to post on the deceased’s page. The current study 

found that those with preoccupied attachment style are likely to react to grief on 

Facebook in this manner. An act that should be taken into consideration by Facebook.  
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Conclusion 

 The current study adds to the literature on grief theory and attachment 

dimensions. The findings of this study indicate that some correlations exist between 

attachment dimensions and participant’s likelihood to write grief messages on Facebook. 

Specifically, the study found correlations between attachment anxiety and the likelihood 

to post a status update about a  

friend. This act of posting may be a form of help-seeking behavior which is a grief 

reaction those with attachment anxiety are known to face (Worden, 1983). Additionally, a 

correlation was found between attachment anxiety and the likelihood to post on a 

deceased community member’s wall and to post a status update about a celebrity. These 

results add to Marwick and Ellison’s (2012) work that found that those who post about 

stranger’s death feel some sort of connection to the deceased. They cited “being from the 

same town” (Markwick & Ellison, 2012) as one likely contributor and the current study 

adds to those findings. Additionally, in the case of celebrities, those with attachment 

anxiety likely feel a connection to those individuals through the parasocial relationship 

they built with said celebrity.  

Significant correlations were also found between attachment avoidance and 

participants’ likelihood to post a status update about a family member or acquaintance. 

The findings indicate that the higher one’s attachment avoidance the less likely they are 

to post in the case of a family member or acquaintance. These findings suggest that while 

attachment avoidance individuals do not prefer intimacy with others, the individuals who 

make their way from acquaintance to friend could have profound effect on those with 
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attachment avoidance; one effect that could make them more likely to post on Facebook 

in the event of the friend’s death.  

The series of Kruskal-Wallis tests also indicate differences between the four 

attachment styles. Pairwise comparisons indicate that those with preoccupied attachment 

are more likely than individuals with secure attachment to react to grief on Facebook by 

posting on the wall of a deceased friend and a deceased community member and also, 

more likely to direct message a deceased family member or friend. These findings 

indicate the presence of a continuing bond with the deceased on Facebook. All four 

significant results are an example of the bereaved directly addressing the deceased and in 

the more intimate relationships like family members and friends. The bereaved are 

having private one-on-one conversations and proving that the communication does not 

stop after one party is deceased (Klass, 2006).  

Although previous studies analyzed grief on Facebook through the use of content 

analysis (Degroot, 2012; Degroot, 2014; Kern et al., 2012; Klastrup, 2015; Marwick & 

Ellison, 2012; Williams & Merten, 2009) the current study indicates that studying grief 

messages through the use of surveys may prove beneficial in discovering more about the 

types of grief messages that are preferred on Facebook. Attachment theory proved a 

framework for this study that assisted in finding an understanding as to why individuals 

choose to post certain messages with varying degrees of relationships to the deceased. 

While this framework was beneficial in this study, more research should be done in the 

area of attachment theory, grief, and social media messages to better understand their 

relationships to one another.  
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To:   Kendall Uhrich, Department of Communication Studies 

 

Date:  January 12, 2018 

 

Project Title: R.I.D.P Rest in Digital Peace: Examining attachment dimensions relationship to 

grief messages on Facebook 

 

Approval #: IRB-1801013-EXM 

 

Thank you for bringing your project to the Human Subjects Committee.  Your project is 

approved as exempt from the Common Rule because it fits the following category (from 45 CFR 

46.101 (b)): 

 

(2) Research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), 

survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior, unless: 

(i) information obtained is recorded in such a manner that human subjects can be identified, 

directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects; and (ii) any disclosure of the human 

subjects' responses outside the research could reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or 

civil liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, employability, or reputation. 

 

If there are any unanticipated problems involving risks to subjects or others or changes in 

procedures during the study, please contact the SDSU Research Compliance Coordinator. Please 

inform the committee when your project is complete. 

 

If I can be of any assistance, don’t hesitate to let me know. 

 

Sincerely, 

Dianne Nagy 

Acting IRB Coordinator 

 

 

 

Office of Research Assurance 

and Sponsored Programs 

 

Box 2201, SAD 200 

SDSU 

Brookings, SD 57007-1998 

Phone:  605-688-5051 

FAX: 605-688-5530 

 

Dianne.Nagy@sdstate.edu 
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APPENDIX B 

Cover Letter with Implied Consent 

Dear Participant: 

I, Kendall Uhrich, am conducting a research project entitled "R.I.D.P Rest in 

digital peace: Examining attachment dimensions relationship to grief on Facebook" as 

part of my master’s thesis at South Dakota State University. 

The purpose of the study is to examine one’s likelihood to post on Facebook after 

the death of individuals, both known and unknown to you. This includes direct 

messaging, posting on your wall, and posting on the deceased’s wall. The purpose of the 

study is also to examine how one’s personality traits of anxiety and avoidance may have 

a relationship to their likelihood to post on Facebook following a death.  

You are invited to participate in the study by completing the following survey that 

includes the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) and 

questions pertaining to your likelihood to post grief messages on Facebook following the 

death of an individual, both ones you know and do not know. We realize that your time is 

valuable and have attempted to keep the following questionnaire as brief and concise as 

possible. It will take you approximately 15 – 20 minutes of your time. Your participation 

in this project is voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequence. 

Please be advised that there are some possible risks to you for participating in this 

study. As previously stated, the following survey asks questions about death. For those 

who have experienced grief this survey may cause unwanted or triggering emotions.  

  There are no direct benefits to you for participation in this study.  

Your confidentiality is only as secure as your equipment; no guarantees can be 

made regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet. Your IP addresses will not 

be collected or stored. However, data from the results of this survey will be stored for 

seven years on a private account and then destroyed. I, Kendall Uhrich, am the only 

researcher with access to this data.  

The following survey’s platform, QuestionPro, guarantees their confidentiality 

and security in their site. Their privacy is TRUSTe certified. Those owning the surveys 
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must use usernames and passwords to get onto the site, and Question Pro encrypts those 

passwords.   

Your consent is implied by the completion of this online survey. If you have any 

questions, now or later, you may contact me at the number below. Thank you very much 

for your time and assistance. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a 

research participant in this study, you may contact the SDSU Research Compliance 

Coordinator at 605-688-6975, SDSU.IRB@sdstate.edu. 

Participants in this survey must be 18 years of age or older and must be a 

Facebook user. By clicking next you are affirming that you are of age and have a 

Facebook account.  

Sincerely, 

Kendall Uhrich  

Communication Studies and Theatre  

SDSU Pugsley Continuing Education Center 

Box 2218 

Brookings, SD 57007 

kendall.uhrich@jacks.sdstate.edu 

(308) 765-2318 

This project has been approved by the SDSU Institutional Review Board, Approval No.: 

__________ 
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APPENDIX C 

Experiences in Close Relationships Scale – Short Form (ECR-S) 

Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt & Vogel (2007)  

Instruction: The following statements concern how you feel in romantic relationships. We 

are interested in how you generally experience relationships, not just in what is 

happening in a current relationship. Respond to each statement by indicating your level of 

agreement with it. Mark your answer using the following rating scale:  

1. It helps to turn to my romantic partner in times of need.  

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

 Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

2. I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by my partner. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

3. I want to get close to my partner, but I keep pulling back. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

4. I find that my partner(s) don't want to get as close as I would like. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

5. I turn to my partner for many things, including comfort and reassurance. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 
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6. My desire to be very close sometimes scares people away. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

7. I try to avoid getting too close to my partner. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

8. I do not often worry about being abandoned. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

9. I usually discuss my problems and concerns with my partner. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

10. I get frustrated if romantic partners are not available when I need them. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

11. I am nervous when partners get too close to me. 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 
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12. I worry that romantic partners won't care about me as much as I care about them.  

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Strongly  

       Disagree 

Disagree  

 

Slightly  

Disagree 

Neutral 

 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree 

 

  Strongly  

  Agree 

 

Scoring Information: 

Anxiety = 2, 4, 6, 8 (reverse), 10, 12 

Avoidance = 1 (reverse), 3, 5 (reverse), 7, 9 (reverse), 11  
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APPENDIX D 

 For clarification of terms used within this survey, please use the following 

definitions for friend, family, and acquaintance when responding to questions.  

Friend: A person who you know and have mutual affection towards.  

Family: A person who is in your more immediate family (parents, grandparents, 

children, siblings, aunts, uncles, first cousins)  

Acquaintance: A person who you are familiar with, but do not have a mutual 

affection towards.  

1. Are you over 18 years of age? * 

o Yes  

o No 

2. Do you have a Facebook account? *  

o Yes 

o No  

3. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if a 

family member died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral  

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 
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4. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if a 

friend died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

       

5. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if an 

acquaintance died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

6. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if a 

celebrity you are familiar with died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

7. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if 

someone from your community that you did not know personally died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 
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8. What is your likelihood of posting a status update on your Facebook page if 

someone you do not know at all died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

9. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased family member’s Facebook page 

if that family member died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

10. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased friend’s Facebook page if that 

friend died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

 

11. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased acquaintance’s Facebook page if 

that acquaintance died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 



   93 

 

 

 

12. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased celebrity’s Facebook page the 

celebrity you were familiar with died? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

13. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page from 

your community that you do not know personally? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

14. What is your likelihood of writing on a deceased person’s Facebook page that you 

do not know at all? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

15. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased family member on 

Facebook Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  
Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 
  Very  
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Unlikely 

  

Likely 

       

 

16. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased friend on Facebook 

Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

17. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased acquaintance on Facebook 

Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

18. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased celebrity you are familiar 

with on Facebook Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

19. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased community member you 

did not personally know on Facebook Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 
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       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

 

20. What is your likelihood of direct messaging a deceased person you did not know 

at all on Facebook Messenger? 

        1 2 3 4 5       6   7 

       Very  

       

Unlikely 

Most  

Unlikely 

Somewhat  

Unlikely 
Neutral 

Somewhat 

Likely 

Most 

Likely 

  Very  

  

Likely 

       

 

21. What is your age? (Fill in the blank)  

________ 

22. What is your ethnicity? 

o White  

o Hispanic or Latino  

o Black or African American  

o Native American or American Indian 

o Asian/Pacific Islander 

o Other 

23.  What is your gender? 

o Male 

o Female 

o Non-binary/third gender  
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o Prefer to self-describe ________ 

o Prefer not to say  

       

*If the respondent does not have a Facebook account or is not over 18 years of age they 

will not be prompted to the next questions.  
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