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Problem Statement

In the United States, more than 900,000 older adults
are widowed each year.! Losing a spouse is considered
one of the most stressful life events,>* one that is pre-
dominantly experienced by older women.** About 30%
of women aged 60 to 74 years are widowed,® and over
40% of women aged 65 years and older are widowed
compared to only 13% of men aged 65 and older.®
Women typically live another 15 years after the loss of
their spouse’ and face aging-related challenges without
their life companion.?

The loss of a spouse can be a very isolating experi-
ence,*” leaving the surviving partner to grieve not
only the death of a loved one but also the loss of their
planned life as a couple.” Since women tend to out-
live male partners, this primarily affects widows. The
transition to widowhood entails the process of griev-
ing and the need to adjust to a new livelihood? as well
as challenges related to loneliness. This significantly
stressful life event can also negatively affect social con-
nections, life satisfaction, and mental health.” Through
the increased stress and changes, spousal loss also
affects the cognitive health of older adults.’

Status of Literature

Several studies have confirmed that older widows
experience poorer cognition and accelerated decline in
their cognitive function.®'®" "> Assessing cognitive
health is a complicated process,* but various explana-
tions exists.

First of all, the loss of a spouse can be detrimental for

the brain because it may result in dysregulation of
the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis.’ Secondly,
this loss commonly increases depressive symptoms
and may cause major depressive disorder.'*'>* Lastly,
spousal loss usually means the loss of one of the most
important social contacts—a critical source of daily
cognitive stimulation-which may accelerate cognitive
decline.>*"

Cognitive interventions may target those who have
been recently widowed.! As widowed women navigate
through the process of rebuilding their social world,
social leisure activities (SLA) may help maintain cog-
nition and better adjust to life during widowhood.>”
SLA can be defined as important determinants of
health and well-being for older adults that encompass
a variety of activities and shared experiences.”" These
activities can be physical or cognitive, such as attend-
ing a church, group, or organization meeting; visiting
with friends or family members; participating in a fit-
ness class; sharing interests with a group; going out for
dinner or shopping; or walking and hiking outdoors."

Social leisure can play an integral role in the coping
process for widowed women by allowing them to find
distraction, new paths forward, and social groups
where they can discover and build a sense of commu-
nity. In one study, leisure provided widowed women
with a safe space to explore the adjustment to widow-
hood and learn from other women who have already
been living this lifestyle. This sense of understanding
and peer-mentorship created hope for recently wid-
owed women that their loss may not be painful forever

and that they could live a meaningful and pleasurable
life.”



Call to Action
functioning.” Given the research and findings, inter-

The growing large number of older widows suffering ventions at community and policy levels that encour-
from cognitive decline poses a heavy burden currently  age social involvement and engagement in cognitive
not met by sufficient attention and policy interven- activities for older widowed women should be favor-
tions." It is crucial to find ways for widows to maintain  ably supported.>” Social workers, program directors,
cognitive functioning.? and other community leaders should be engaged in

efforts that promote, advocate, and implement these
SLA provide a protective role for widowed women and  types of community-based programs for widowed
may serve as a coping strategy to preserve cognitive women.’
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