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Checklist for the Death of a Spouse 

1. How long ago were they married?
2. Document the marriage history:

• The wedding service ‘til death do us part.
• Did they write their own vows and does the survivor still have the wedding

vows,
• Bring out the wedding pictures. Those pictured are all potential witnesses.

3. What else makes up their memory aids?
• Picture albums.
• Travel folders.
• Mementos of travels.
• Special gifts and purchases.
• Where visited and why.
• Where were the children born and the significance of the place.
• The early holidays.
• The dreams spoken, made, broken, or fulfilled.

4. What other losses did the couple survive together?
• Miscarriages?
• Death of other family members?

5. How old was each when they got married?
6. Was there any particular reason they got married when they did?

• Pregnancy?
• Before death of a dying parent?
• Before going into military or overseas?
• To get out of a troubled home?
• Other?

7. How did they meet?
8. How long did they date?
9. How soon after they started dating did they get engaged?
10. How long after their engagement were they married?
11. Did either have brothers or sisters?

• If so: how many each and what sexes and ages: i.e. older and younger?
• Are any of those siblings married?
• If so, how long married?
• Are any brothers or sisters divorced?
• If so, when in relationship to this engagement and marriage?
• Are any brothers or sisters deceased before or after this marriage?
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12. Did spouse either come from a family with divorce in it? What caused the divorce? 
13. Were their parents alive at the time they got married?  

• If either parent had died, what was the cause of death? (Always be on the 
lookout for other losses) 

14. After their marriage, did either of their parents divorce? What were the grounds? 
15. After their marriage, did either of their parents die? 
16. How long had they been married at the time of the death of this spouse? 

• Death of the past/extinction of the future—at what point in time? 
• Recently married—little shared past, extensive future plans? 
• Did they have children, get great job(s)? 
• Were they long married—large shared past, less future, but still plans? 
• Did they get to retirement and then do all they=d postponed? 

17. Did they have any children at the time of the death?  
18. If so, what ages and sex? 
19. What is the state of health of each such child? 
20. Did they ever lose a child by miscarriage, death at birth, or later? 
21. What was the role of each within the marriage? This may depend upon whom you 

ask—remember, you are interviewing the survivor. 
• Bread winner 
• Principal parent vs. shared parenting duties 
• What were the sexes of the children (is a male survivor expected to raise 

daughters, and vice versa) 
• Was one social and gregarious? 
• Was one withdrawn and shy? 
• Was one dependent on the other or independent? 
• Was either active outside the home vs. had no activities outside the home? 
• Did they have separate interests and hobbies or they shared each others' 

interests? 
22. Were there any problems in the marriage? 

• Loss of job? 
• Alcohol or drug abuse? 
• Infidelity by either spouse? 
• Disagreements about the children? 
• Religious differences? 
• Issue of abortion? 
• Death of a child during marriage? 
• Disappointments in/with the children or estrangement? 

23. Special moments in the marriage? 
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• Special anniversary gifts? 
• Surprise birthday parties? 
• Promotions? 
• Awards and honors? 

24. What was the deceased spouse's role in the family? 
• Provider: now the income is gone; fear of being poor; how will the children 

get educated? 
• Protector: this big house is so empty; the floors creak; I hear sounds in the 

night. 
• Counselor: this is what we should do with/for the children. 
• Service man or woman: the roof needs replaced, plants replaced, house 

painted. 
• Financial advisor: here’s how we should invest our income; taxes; bills. 
• Decision maker: your mother needs to go in a nursing home. 
• Partner: Let’s go to Hawaii in the spring. 
• Lover: you look so great tonight. I love that dress on you. 
• Supporter: I really like the way you did that room, fixed that dish, did that 

painting. 
• Debating foil: look, all the votes in Florida should have been counted! 
• Discussion participant: how will we control global warming 
• Co-worker: would you have time to stop by the cleaners? 

25. What future moments will be lost? 
• Shared moments: the symphony, picking out a Christmas tree. 
• Joyous moments lost: watching him with his grandchildren or the pets. 
• He’ll miss the marriage of his daughter, the birth of his grandchild. 
• He won’t get to walk her down the aisle. 
• His son was starting quarterback, but he never got to see him play. 
• Oh, if only your father were here to see this! 

26. Were there any bad surprises? 
• He had gambling debts. 
• He had a girl friend. 
• He had invested in fly-by-night stocks. 
• She had a lover before his death, and feels guilty. 

27. Were there any non-surprises? 
• He was an alcoholic, a compulsive gambler, dishonest in business. 
• He was a cold fish, distant, aloof. 
• He was self centered, a guy’s guy, not much of a lover. 
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• He was abusive, demeaning, uninvolved. 
• He was a workaholic, never enough time for me or the kids. 

28. Does the surviving spouse have identity issues? 
• Who I am was measured by my marriage—I was Mrs. Him. 
• We used to go places together, now I just sit at home. 
• My girlfriends are afraid I’ll steal their husbands. 
• Nobody wants to date a widow with small children. 
• I don’t dare date. What would the children think? 
• I feel so guilty looking at another man. 
• My neighbors don’t know what to say to me. 
• My neighbors wonder if I should be dating this soon. 

29. Does the surviving spouse have guilt issues? 
• Could I have prevented his death? 
• Is God punishing me for my failings? 
• I wish I had told him I loved him. 

30. What was the manner of death? 
31. Was the death thought to be painful, disfiguring, or delayed? 

• He was trapped in that car. 
• He was burned—did he suffer? 
• He had survived Vietnam—was wounded there and now this drunk did what 

the Viet Cong couldn’t. 
32. What activity was the deceased involved in at the time? 

• He was driving home to see us. 
• I’d sent her out for ice cream. 

33. Where did he/she die? 
• In the home community 
• On vacation/traveling 
• With others or alone 

34. Was the death promptly discovered? 
35. How did the family members learn of the death? 
36. Where were the family members when they learned of the death. 
37. Who told each family member and how was the news broken? 
38. What support system did the family have at that time? 
39. Was there any stigmatization of this death? 

• Who he/she was with? 
• Where he/she was at the time—or where headed? 

40. What happened when he died? 
• What else was going on in the family’s life? 
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• Who handled the funeral arrangements? 
• Were there any family disagreements about the services? 
• Were there any religious or cultural conflicts about the services or disposition 

of the body? 
41. Were there any decisions to be made that heightened the tensions, such as: 

• Removing him from life support? 
• Declaring him brain dead? 
• Being requested for organ donations? 
• If so, what organs—eyes, skin, kidneys? 
• Was an autopsy requested/performed? 
• Was the family comfortable with the decisions made? 
• Was there one decision maker or were others consulted? 
• Could the family afford the services and interment? 

42. Were there acute economic consequences of the death, such as: 
• Salary continuation plans? 
• Death benefits? 
• Mortgage payments or rent due? 
• Investment or capital decisions pending? 
• Taxes payable? 
• Did the family have a tax or financial advisor? 

43. Does the surviving spouse have abandonment issues? 
• Why now? Why me? 
• Couldn’t/shouldn’t he have been more careful? 
• Didn’t he see the car coming? 
• How could he do this to me? 

44. Are there surviving children and how are they coping with the death? 
• How has the survivor’s relationship with the children been changed? 
• Is the surviving spouse cognizant of and able to respond to the child’s grief? 
• Are there different grieving styles and timetables which are impacting family 

members? 
• Are the children exhibiting behavioral changes and if so, which ones? 
• Are all the family members able to articulate their pain? 
• Is any family member withdrawn, depressed, moody, belligerent, sleeping 

long hours and at odd times? 
During what season of the year did the death occur—are there seasonal afflictions of grief? 

• The cold, damp, overcast days of winter when death seems all around? 
• The holidays, when all around the bereaved seem to be full of joy? 
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