


Yes, formal mourning rituals often support meaning-making and social support, but
direct grief-buffering evidence is mixed.

1. Introduction

Formal mourning rituals and bereavement practices appear to facilitate meaning-making, communal recognition, and
synchronized social support, but the evidence that they directly reduce grief distress is more mixed. Across reviews,
qualitative studies, ethnographies, and some experimental work, rituals are repeatedly described as helping mourners
recognize the reality of the loss, express emotion publicly, sustain continuing bonds, reconstruct identity, and receive
support from family and community (  Burrell & Selman, 2020;  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021; Hilberdink et al., 2023). The
strongest support is for mechanisms such as restoring control, enabling symbolic meaning, and organizing communal
response rather than for large, consistent reductions in prolonged grief symptoms across populations (Norton & Gino, 2013;

 Wojtkowiak et al., 2021; Hilberdink et al., 2023).

The corpus also shows why the literature looks inconsistent. Longitudinal and observational studies often fail to find simple
associations between “more rituals” and lower grief symptoms, while qualitative studies consistently report that rituals help
when mourners can shape them, find them meaningful, and experience real social acknowledgment through them (
Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019; Mitima-Verloop et al., 2022;  Burrell & Selman, 2020). Restrictions during COVID-19 made this
pattern especially visible: disrupted funerals and impaired opportunities to say goodbye were linked to disbelief, distress,
impaired meaning-making, and weakened social support (Torrens-Burton et al., 2021; Cipolletta et al., 2022; Kustanti et al.,
2023).

Do formal mourning rituals and bereavement practices facilitate meaning-making, communal recognition,
and synchronized social support to buffer the distress of grief?

N = 21

16 2 1 2

Yes 76% · Possibly 10% · Mixed 5% · No 10%

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on mourning rituals and grief

The meter should read as a moderate yes. The literature converges strongly on meaning-making and social-support
functions, but less strongly on symptom reduction because most quantitative evidence is observational, culturally
heterogeneous, and often null when rituals are measured only by attendance or count rather than subjective meaning and
control (  Burrell & Selman, 2020;  Arslan & Buldukoğlu, 2021).

2. Methods

This deep search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar,
PubMed, and other academic sources. The workflow identified 12,726 papers in the primary search, expanded through
targeted re-searching and citation crawling, and then screened a smaller high-relevance set for inclusion. In total, 240
papers were screened, 117 were judged eligible after relevance filtering and deduplication, and the top 50 most relevant
papers were included for synthesis here.
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Search Strategy

23.1M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

1.6K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Paper identification and screening workflow

Searches combined ritual, funeral, meaning-making, communal recognition, social support, and grief-outcome terms across
cultural, clinical, and pandemic bereavement literatures.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this corpus because they span the main evidence types in the field: experimental mechanism,
longitudinal bereavement outcomes, and mixed-methods review. Norton and Gino provide the clearest causal evidence that
ritualized action can reduce grief through regained control (Norton & Gino, 2013). Mitima-Verloop and colleagues show that
subjective helpfulness does not automatically translate into better long-term grief scores (  Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019).
Burrell and Selman synthesize why those results can coexist, emphasizing meaning and social support as conditional
mechanisms (  Burrell & Selman, 2020).

Paper Summary

(Hilberdink et al., 2023) Rituals restore perceived control and lower grief (Norton & Gino, 2013)

(  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021) Helpful rituals did not predict lower grief longitudinally (  Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019)

(Norton & Gino, 2013) Benefits depend on meaning and social support (  Burrell & Selman, 2020)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers in the mourning ritual literature

3.2 Meaning-Making

Meaning-making is one of the most consistent functions attributed to mourning rituals across the corpus. Rituals are
described as cultural enactments of meaning that help mourners transition to a new social status, maintain bonds with the
dead, and place loss into a shared symbolic narrative (  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021; Hilberdink et al., 2023; Hewson et al.,
2023). Bereaved parents in qualitative work used rituals to reconstruct meaning, create new narratives, and cope with
shattered assumptions after child loss (  Cacciatore & Flint, 2012).

Pandemic studies sharpen this point by showing what happens when these processes are obstructed. Suppressed or
abbreviated funerals were reported to disrupt acceptance of the loss and remove stages of meaning-establishment, leaving
grief feeling surreal or incomplete (  Cardoso et al., 2020; Scheinfeld et al., 2021; Hernández-Fernández & Meneses-Falcón,
2021). Similar mechanisms appear in marginalized settings, where blocked funerary rituals in Rwanda obstructed narrative
construction and worsened suffering through social isolation and loss of meaning (  Otake, 2019).
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3.3 Communal Recognition

Rituals also appear to function as public recognition devices that make grief visible and socially legitimate.

Dimension Evidence

Public acknowledgment Funerals allow sorrow to be publicly expressed and recognized (  Cardoso et al., 2020; 
Kondo-Arita & Becker, 2023)

Social permission Japanese funerals create an exception where grief can be shared and support sought (
Kondo-Arita & Becker, 2023)

Visibility of disenfranchised
grief

Rituals can make otherwise unacknowledged grief visible (  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021)

Suicide loss Personalized memorials increased perceived community support (  Marek & Oexle, 2024)

Digital collectivist mourning Facebook-based mourning strengthened community connection and validation (Cabañero &
Guison-Bautista, 2025)

FIGURE 4  How rituals enable communal recognition of grief

Across studies, the absence of communal recognition is repeatedly linked to worse experiences, including
disenfranchisement, isolation, and difficulty beginning to grieve (  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021; Scheinfeld et al., 2021; Torrens-
Burton et al., 2021).

3.4 Synchronized Social Support

The best evidence for synchronized support comes from studies of collective mourning as coordinated social action rather
than as private coping.

Dimension In-Person Rituals Restricted Rituals
Digital/Adapted
Rituals Citations

Gathering
others

Brings family and
community together

Smaller
ceremonies
reduce contact

Online spaces partially
restore connection

(  Kondo-Arita & Becker,
2023; Koliouli et al., 2024;
Cabañero & Guison-
Bautista, 2025)

Emotional
sharing

Shared grief is
comforting

No hugging or
touch makes
rituals impersonal

Validation and relief
still possible online

(  Wojtkowiak et al., 2021;
Koliouli et al., 2024;
Cabañero & Guison-
Bautista, 2025)

Coordinated
support

Community
suspends activities to
support bereaved

Support systems
were curtailed in
COVID

Alternative rituals
sometimes restored
solidarity

(  Asatsa et al., 2025;
Torrens-Burton et al., 2021;
Mitima-Verloop et al.,
2022)
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Dimension In-Person Rituals Restricted Rituals
Digital/Adapted
Rituals Citations

Cohesion
effects

Ritual participation
improves well-being
and prosociality

Restrictions
intensify isolation

Participatory rituals
sustain bonds

(  Asatsa et al., 2025;
Bristowe et al., 2024;
Cabañero & Namoco,
2025)

FIGURE 5  Social-support functions across ritual formats

A key difference is that support depends on fit and agency. Rituals were supportive when mourners retained control and
personal space, but the same practices could feel intrusive, obligatory, or harmful when imposed (  Burrell & Selman, 2020;
Aksoz-Efe et al., 2018).

Results Timeline

Research has moved from descriptive cultural accounts to mechanism and disruption studies.

FIGURE 6  Timeline of mourning ritual research; larger markers indicate more citations

The arc runs from early qualitative accounts of helpful post-funeral rituals, through experimental evidence for control as a
mechanism, to pandemic-era studies showing the costs of ritual disruption and the emergence of digital and adapted
practices (  Castle & Phillips, 2003; Norton & Gino, 2013; Mitima-Verloop et al., 2022).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author P. Boelen [96634849af3550c3abd7848aff71d2e5][78c760675ce158b08e17c3fee4ff7d40]
[411f45d3af475d57a2785214d6716ff4][8cbd205cb8bd547197b571d0842c132c]

Author C. Killikelly [9d779f20f076567cbd6b94f5fe7bf888][3f38442bf75d5a2489456145b9f64f57]

Author L. Selman [37fb240aecd2527fb707386229939e5f][5a1e3e733fc75a618db5e88bbd0addc3]
[a3e86fb69538518e9e108bbf369452f7]
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Type Name Papers

Journal Death Studies [9d779f20f076567cbd6b94f5fe7bf888][96634849af3550c3abd7848aff71d2e5]
[b353d8a0aac051b7a4280a9a64c67166][f4014e8ca59c579195fafd09409fddce]
[017cab53f6a35decafda99ac49321057]

Journal Omega [37fb240aecd2527fb707386229939e5f][31673c4f1f76545ca701e18490e10caf]
[05435904a0845b1682142f9de4fa0008][964550ca64c959c4a1f224390afe711b]
[d005bcd4a0755b9f946f9823a30cb29c]

Journal Journal of
Loss and
Trauma

[651c31b37341528f97ece51c52aeb3a8][f87fe51c1b505f6d90b936fbbd816303]

FIGURE 7  Authors and journals appearing most in included papers

4. Discussion

The overall evidence supports a conditional, not universal, benefit model. Rituals consistently appear to help with symbolic
meaning, social acknowledgment, continuing bonds, and perceived control across cultures and settings (  Le et al., 2025;

 Koroglu & Durat, 2025; Liang et al., 2024). That convergence is notable because it appears in East and Southeast Asia,
Turkey, Japan, Taiwan, Kenya, South Africa, Rwanda, and Filipino digital mourning, suggesting the core functions are cross-
cultural even when the forms differ substantially (  Le et al., 2025; Aksoz-Efe et al., 2018; Cabañero & Namoco, 2025).

At the same time, direct evidence that rituals reduce grief symptoms is only moderate. Much of the literature is qualitative,
cross-sectional, or interpretive, and the strongest longitudinal studies do not show simple symptom benefits from ritual use
or funeral evaluation alone (  Burrell & Selman, 2020;  Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019;  Arslan & Buldukoğlu, 2021).
Experimental evidence does support a plausible mechanism—regaining control—but that work is broader than bereavement
alone and does not establish long-term protection from prolonged grief disorder (Norton & Gino, 2013).

The pandemic literature adds a strong natural experiment. When goodbyes, gatherings, touch, and memorialization were
disrupted, mourners often reported disbelief, anger, loneliness, poorer recognition of the loss, and impeded coping
(Hernández-Fernández & Meneses-Falcón, 2021; Torrens-Burton et al., 2021; Cipolletta et al., 2022). But adaptation was also
possible: alternative rituals, virtual gatherings, and personalized memorials sometimes restored meaning and solidarity,
which argues that the active ingredients are not rigid traditional forms but meaningful, socially witnessed, culturally
congruent practices (Mitima-Verloop et al., 2022; Boever et al., 2025; Fu et al., 2025).

The main limitation is heterogeneity. Rituals can soothe, but they can also burden when obligatory, stigmatizing, or
incompatible with mourners’ needs, as shown in widows, Turkish mourners, and some Taoist or socially imposed practices (

 Burrell & Selman, 2020; Aksoz-Efe et al., 2018; Mabunda & Ross, 2022).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Rituals facilitate
meaning-making after
loss

Strong

Supported across multiple
qualitative, review, and theory-linked
studies in diverse cultures

(Hernández-Fernández &
Meneses-Falcón, 2021; 
Cacciatore & Flint, 2012; 
Uncu et al., 2025)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Rituals provide
communal recognition
and legitimate public
grief

Strong

Strong cross-cultural agreement that
funerals make grief visible and
socially acknowledged

(  Kondo-Arita & Becker, 2023;
 Wojtkowiak et al., 2021;

Mabunda & Ross, 2022)

Rituals synchronize
social support and
cohesion

Moderate

Consistent qualitative and
ethnographic support, with newer
evidence linking participation to
prosociality

(  Asatsa et al., 2025; 
Wiener et al., 2024;  Asatsa et
al., 2025)

Rituals directly reduce
grief symptoms

Moderate

Evidence is mixed because
longitudinal and pandemic studies
often find null or partial associations

(  Mitima-Verloop et al., 2019;
Mitima-Verloop et al., 2022; 
Arslan & Buldukoğlu, 2021)

Specific ritual forms are
superior across cultures

Weak

Forms vary widely, and benefit
appears to depend more on fit,
agency, and meaning than on any
single ritual

(Norton & Gino, 2013;  Burrell
& Selman, 2020; Aksoz-Efe et
al., 2018)

FIGURE 8  Key claims and evidence across included papers

5. Conclusion

Formal mourning rituals and bereavement practices generally do facilitate meaning-making, communal recognition, and
synchronized social support, and those functions appear to buffer grief for many mourners. The clearest consensus is on
process rather than symptom counts: rituals help people make sense of death, publicly mark loss, and mobilize coordinated
care from others. The weaker point is whether ritual participation alone reliably lowers prolonged grief symptoms across
settings.

Research Gaps

The biggest gaps concern causal inference, long-term outcomes, and which ritual features matter most across cultures and
delivery formats.

Topic/Outcome
Meaning-
making

Social
support

Symptom
change

Long-term follow-
up

Traditional funerals 8 7 4 2

Personalized rituals 6 5 3 1

Digital mourning 4 4 1 GAP

Marginalized or disenfranchised
grief

5 4 2 1

FIGURE 9  Evidence coverage across mourning ritual outcomes
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Open Research Questions

Future work should test mechanisms more directly and separate ritual form from ritual fit, agency, and social witnessing.

Question Why

Which ritual features most strongly drive grief adaptation:
symbolic meaning, perceived control, public acknowledgment,
or coordinated social support?

Existing studies usually bundle these mechanisms
together, making it unclear which ingredients matter
most for different mourners.

Do personalized or digitally adapted mourning rituals provide
long-term protection comparable to traditional in-person
funerals?

Pandemic-era studies show adaptation is possible, but
long-term comparative outcome data remain sparse.

When do mourning rituals become burdensome or harmful
rather than supportive?

Control, coercion, stigma, and cultural obligation
repeatedly emerge as moderators, but they are rarely
measured prospectively.

FIGURE 10  Priority questions for future mourning research

Overall, the literature supports a qualified yes: mourning rituals usually help most when they are meaningful, socially
witnessed, and shaped by the bereaved.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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