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Abstract 

Grief is a universal yet deeply personal experience, often shaped by cultural, social, and 

contextual factors. Urbanization has disrupted traditional grief-support systems such as 

family networks and community-based structures, leaving many individuals in urban settings 

without access to essential support. This study investigates the role of digital platforms as 

alternative mechanisms for grief support in urban communities with limited access to 

traditional resources. The study aims to explore how digital environments foster shared 

experiences, coping strategies, and emotional expression among grieving individuals. 

Grounded in interpretivism, it delves into the challenges of digital grief support. The research 

contributes to a broader understanding of bereavement in a digitally evolving society by 

addressing themes such as emotional resilience and the effectiveness of digital platforms. The 

findings are expected to inform the development of technology-driven mental health 

interventions, bridging gaps in urban grief support systems. While the study acknowledges 

limitations like reliance on text-based data and challenges in representing diverse 

populations, it emphasizes the transformative potential of digital platforms in reimagining 

grief support for urban communities. 
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Introduction 

rief, a deeply personal and often isolating experience, has been profoundly 

reshaped by the advent of the internet and online communities. Traditionally, 

grief support was primarily confined to face-to-face interactions, whether through 

family, friends, or formalized therapy sessions. However, the digital age has ushered 

in a new era where individuals can find solace and understanding in online support 
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groups (Parkes, 2012). These virtual spaces provide a unique platform for individuals 

to share their experiences, seek validation, and find connection with others who 

have undergone similar losses. 

 

The need for accessible grief support is undeniable. Grief is not a linear process, and 

individuals often grapple with a range of complex emotions, including sadness, 

anger, guilt, and confusion (Worden, 2018). In the past, those who felt marginalized 

or lacked access to traditional support systems often suffered in silence. Online 

support groups offer a lifeline to these individuals, providing a sense of community 

and belonging that can be difficult to find elsewhere. 

 

One of the key advantages of online support groups is their accessibility. They are 

available 24/7, allowing individuals to seek support whenever they need it, 

regardless of their location or time constraints (Malkinson & Farrants, 2009). This 

is particularly beneficial for those who experience grief in unpredictable waves or 

who have difficulty leaving their homes. Moreover, the anonymity offered by online 

platforms can encourage individuals to express their emotions more freely, without 

fear of judgment or stigma (Wright, 2011). 

 

The influence of online support groups extends beyond mere emotional support. 

They also provide a wealth of information and resources, including articles, personal 

stories, and coping strategies. Members can learn from each other's experiences, 

gaining insights into how others have navigated their grief journeys (Lieberman & 

Goldstein, 2019). This shared knowledge can empower individuals to develop their 

own coping mechanisms and find new ways to adapt to their loss. 

 

However, the impact of online support groups on grief processing is not without its 

complexities. The digital environment can also present challenges, such as the 

potential for misinformation, the risk of emotional overload, and the lack of face-

to-face interaction (Powell, 2016). Some individuals may find it difficult to build 

meaningful connections in a virtual setting, while others may be overwhelmed by 

the sheer volume of grief shared in online forums. 

 

Furthermore, the effectiveness of online support groups can vary depending on 

individual needs and preferences. Some individuals may benefit from the anonymity 

and flexibility offered by online platforms, while others may prefer the structure and 

personal connection of face-to-face support (Kessler et al., 2015). It’s important to 
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consider that online support groups work best when used in conjunction with other 

traditional forms of grief support. 

 

In essence, online support groups have become an integral part of the modern grief 

landscape. They offer a unique blend of accessibility, anonymity, and shared 

experience that can significantly influence an individual's grief processing. By 

providing a space for connection and validation, these virtual communities can help 

individuals navigate their grief journeys with greater resilience and understanding.  

❖ Stages of grief in digital era 

Understanding the influence of online support groups on grief processing 

necessitates a consideration of the classic framework of grief stages. While not 

universally experienced in a rigid, linear fashion, the stages identified by Kübler-

Ross (1969) – denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance – provide a 

valuable lens through which to examine how individuals engage with and benefit 

from online support. 

 

In the initial stage of denial, individuals may struggle to accept the reality of their 

loss. Online support groups can provide a space where this denial is both challenged 

and supported. Members may share their own experiences of disbelief and shock, 

helping others recognize and validate their own feelings (Attig, 2011). However, the 

anonymity of online platforms can also allow individuals to maintain denial for 

longer periods, as they may avoid confronting their grief in face-to-face interactions. 

 

As individuals move into the anger stage, they may experience intense feelings of 

frustration and resentment. Online support groups can serve as a safe outlet for 

these emotions, allowing individuals to express their anger without fear of 

judgment. Sharing experiences of anger with others who understand can be 

cathartic and validating (Neimeyer, 2016). However, the potential for anonymity can 

also lead to increased expressions of anger, as individuals may feel less inhibited in 

their online interactions. 

 

The bargaining stage, characterized by attempts to negotiate with a higher power or 

to find ways to reverse the loss, can also be influenced by online support groups. 

Members may share stories of bargaining or seek advice from others who have 

experienced similar feelings. 
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The diverse perspectives offered in online forums can help individuals understand 

the universality of this stage (Shear, 2015). 

 

Depression, a stage marked by deep sadness and despair, can be particularly 

challenging. Online support groups can provide a sense of connection and 

validation during this difficult time. Members can share their experiences of 

depression, offering support and encouragement to others who are struggling. The 

24/7 availability of online platforms can be crucial for individuals who experience 

depressive episodes at unpredictable times (Stroebe & Schut, 2010). 

 

Finally, the acceptance stage, characterized by a gradual recognition of the reality 

of the loss and an ability to move forward, can be facilitated by online support 

groups. Members who have reached this stage can share their experiences of 

acceptance, offering hope and inspiration to others. They can also provide practical 

advice on how to adapt to life after loss (Bonanno, 2004). However, it is important 

to remember that acceptance is not a static endpoint but an ongoing process. 

 

Online support groups can influence each stage of grief in unique ways. They offer 

a space for validation, connection, and shared experience, which can help 

individuals navigate the complex emotions associated with loss. However, the 

digital environment also presents challenges, such as the potential for delayed 

emotional processing and the lack of face-to-face interaction. Therefore, it is 

essential to consider the stages of grief when examining the impact of online support 

groups, recognizing that each individual's journey is unique and multifaceted. 

❖ The Role of Technology in Modern Grief Support 

The digital revolution has fundamentally altered how individuals seek and receive 

support, particularly in times of grief. Online support groups represent a significant 

shift from traditional, face-to-face grieving practices, reflecting the increasing 

integration of technology into daily life (Christakis & Allison, 2002). This 

transformation is not merely about convenience; it signifies a deeper change in how 

we understand and manage grief in a technologically advanced society. 

 

The internet provides a platform for individuals to connect with others who share 

similar experiences, regardless of geographical barriers (Coulson, Buchanan, & 

Aubeeluck, 2007). This is particularly crucial for those who may feel isolated due to 

their circumstances, such as individuals living in remote areas, those with mobility 
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limitations, or those who experience stigmatized forms of grief (e.g., perinatal loss, 

suicide bereavement). Online support groups leverage the power of digital 

communication to bridge these gaps, offering a sense of community and connection 

that transcends physical limitations. 

 

Moreover, technology has facilitated the creation of diverse and specialized grief 

support groups. These platforms can cater to specific demographics (e.g., young 

adults, seniors), types of loss (e.g., loss of a child, loss due to chronic illness), or 

shared identities (e.g., LGBTQ+ individuals). This level of specificity allows 

individuals to find support groups that resonate with their unique experiences, 

fostering a deeper sense of belonging and understanding (Barak, Hen, Boniel-

Nissim, & Shapira, 2008). 

 

The use of multimedia tools, such as videos, images, and audio recordings, also 

enhances the experience of online support groups. These tools can facilitate 

emotional expression, memory sharing, and the creation of digital memorials, 

providing alternative avenues for grieving and remembrance (Walter, 2013). Thus, 

technology is not just a medium for communication; it is a tool that can enrich and 

expand the ways in which individuals process grief. 

 

Theoretical Background 

❖ Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory, initially developed by John Bowlby (1969, 1988), posits that 

humans have an innate need for close emotional bonds. When a significant 

attachment figure is lost, individuals experience profound grief.1 This theory helps 

explain the intense emotional distress and yearning that bereaved individuals 

experience.2 Online support groups can act as a form of surrogate attachment, 

providing a sense of secure base and safe haven (Parkes, 2012). Members find 

comfort in shared experiences and emotional validation, fulfilling their need for 

connection and support during a vulnerable time.  

❖ Social Support Theory 

Social support theory emphasizes the importance of social networks in coping with 

stress and adversity (Cohen & Wills, 1985).4 Online support groups provide various 

forms of social support, including emotional, informational, and instrumental 

support.5 Emotional support involves expressions of empathy and caring, which are 
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abundant in online forums. Informational support includes sharing coping 

strategies and resources, while instrumental support may involve practical advice 

and assistance. These forms of support can buffer the negative effects of grief 

and promote resilience. Online support groups provide a unique form of "virtual 

social support" that is available 24/7. 

❖ Cognitive Behavioral Theory 

CBT focuses on the role of thoughts and beliefs in shaping emotional responses.6 In 

the context of grief, CBT helps individuals identify and challenge maladaptive 

thoughts and beliefs that contribute to their distress (Neimeyer, 2016).7 Online 

support groups can facilitate this process by providing a platform for members to 

share their cognitive distortions and receive feedback from others.8 Through shared 

stories and discussions, individuals can learn to reframe their thoughts and develop 

healthier coping mechanisms. 

❖ Meaning-Making Theory 

Meaning-making theory suggests that individuals strive to find meaning in their 

experiences, particularly in the face of loss (Neimeyer, 2002).9 Grief can disrupt an 

individual's sense of meaning, leading to existential questioning and distress.10 

Online support groups can assist in the meaning-making process by providing a 

space for members to share their stories and explore their beliefs.11 Through 

collective narrative reconstruction, individuals can create new meanings and find a 

sense of purpose after loss. 

❖ Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement 

This model, developed by Stroebe and Schut (2010), highlights the dynamic 

interplay between loss-oriented and restoration-oriented coping. Loss-oriented 

coping involves processing grief emotions and memories, while restoration-oriented 

coping involves adapting to life changes and finding new sources of meaning. Online 

support groups can facilitate both processes by providing a space for emotional 

expression and practical support. 

❖ Social Identity Theory 

Social identity theory posits that individuals derive part of their self-concept from 

their membership in social16 groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).17 Online support 

groups can provide a sense of shared identity for bereaved individuals, reducing 
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feelings of isolation and fostering a sense of belonging.18 This shared identity can 

be a powerful source of support and validation. 

 

By integrating these theoretical frameworks, we can gain a deeper understanding of 

how online support groups influence grief processing. These theories help explain 

the emotional, cognitive, and social dynamics that contribute to the effectiveness of 

these virtual communities. 

❖ Practical implications and empirical findings 

From a practical standpoint, the proliferation of online grief support groups offers 

accessible and flexible resources for individuals navigating bereavement. Empirical 

findings consistently demonstrate the positive impact of these groups on emotional 

well-being. Studies have shown that participation in online support groups can 

significantly reduce feelings of isolation and loneliness, common experiences among 

the bereaved (Lieberman & Goldstein, 2019). For instance, research indicates that 

the 24/7 availability of these groups allows individuals to seek support during 

moments of heightened distress, thus providing a continuous safety net (Coulson, 

Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007). Moreover, the anonymity afforded by online 

platforms can facilitate open expression of grief, which is often inhibited in face-to-

face settings due to societal pressures or fear of judgment (Wright, 2011). This is 

particularly valuable for individuals experiencing stigmatized losses, such as those 

related to suicide or substance abuse. 

 

Furthermore, practical implications extend to the therapeutic benefits of shared 

experiences and informational support. Studies utilizing cognitive behavioral 

therapy (CBT) principles within online grief support have shown improvements in 

managing maladaptive thoughts and beliefs associated with grief (Neimeyer, 2016). 

Participants report finding solace in reading others' narratives, which often mirror 

their own struggles, leading to a sense of validation and normalization of their grief 

process. Empirical data also highlight the role of online support in facilitating 

meaning-making, as individuals collaboratively reconstruct their understanding of 

loss through shared storytelling (Neimeyer, 2002). This process is crucial for 

adapting to life after loss and finding new sources of meaning. 

 

However, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations and potential challenges 

associated with online support. Empirical findings suggest that the lack of face-to-

face interaction can hinder the development of deep emotional bonds, which are 
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often crucial for effective grief support (Powell, 2016). Additionally, the potential for 

misinformation and the risk of emotional overload from exposure to numerous grief 

narratives necessitate careful moderation and guidance within these groups. Studies 

also indicate that while online groups can complement traditional therapy, they 

should not replace it for individuals with complex grief or mental health conditions 

(Kessler et al., 2015). Therefore, practical implications underscore the importance of 

integrating online support as part of a comprehensive grief support strategy, tailored 

to individual needs and preferences. 

❖ Implication for Mental Health and Well-Being 

From a practical standpoint, the proliferation of online grief support groups offers 

accessible and flexible resources for individuals navigating bereavement. Empirical 

findings consistently demonstrate the positive impact of these groups on emotional 

well-being. Studies have shown that participation in online support groups can 

significantly reduce feelings of isolation and loneliness, common experiences among 

the bereaved (Lieberman & Goldstein, 2019). For instance, research indicates that 

the 24/7 availability of these groups allows individuals to seek support during 

moments of heightened distress, thus providing a continuous safety net (Coulson, 

Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007). Moreover, the anonymity afforded by online 

platforms can facilitate open expression of grief, which is often inhibited in face-to-

face settings due to societal pressures or fear of judgment (Wright, 2011). This is 

particularly valuable for individuals experiencing stigmatized losses, such as those 

related to suicide or substance abuse. 

 

Furthermore, practical implications extend to the therapeutic benefits of shared 

experiences and informational support. Studies utilizing cognitive behavioral 

therapy (CBT) principles within online grief support have shown improvements in 

managing maladaptive thoughts and beliefs associated with grief (Neimeyer, 2016). 

Participants report finding solace in reading others' narratives, which often mirror 

their own struggles, leading to a sense of validation and normalization of their grief 

process. Empirical data also highlight the role of online support in facilitating 

meaning-making, as individuals collaboratively reconstruct their understanding of 

loss through shared storytelling (Neimeyer, 2002). This process is crucial for 

adapting to life after loss and finding new sources of meaning. 

 

However, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations and potential challenges 

associated with online support. Empirical findings suggest that the lack of face-to-
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face interaction can hinder the development of deep emotional bonds, which are 

often crucial for effective grief support (Powell, 2016). Additionally, the potential for 

misinformation and the risk of emotional overload from exposure to numerous grief 

narratives necessitate careful moderation and guidance within these groups. Studies 

also indicate that while online groups can complement traditional therapy, they 

should not replace it for individuals with complex grief or mental health conditions 

(Kessler et al., 2015). Therefore, practical implications underscore the importance of 

integrating online support as part of a comprehensive grief support strategy, tailored 

to individual needs and preferences. 

 

Grief is a complex and multifaceted experience, and individuals seek various forms 

of support during bereavement. Online support groups have become increasingly 

popular, offering accessible and potentially beneficial spaces for those who are 

grieving However, the specific ways in which these online communities influence 

an individual's grief processing, their emotional and social well-being, and the 

meaning individuals assign to this participation require further investigation. 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

The experience of grief, a universal human phenomenon, has been profoundly 

reshaped by the advent of the internet and online communities. Traditionally, grief 

support was primarily confined to face-to-face interactions, whether through family, 

friends, or formalized therapy sessions. However, the digital age has ushered in a 

new era where individuals can find solace and understanding in online support 

groups. These virtual spaces provide a unique platform for individuals to share their 

experiences, seek validation, and find connection with others who have undergone 

similar losses. This review aims to explore the empirical evidence and theoretical 

frameworks that illuminate the influence of online support groups on grief 

processing, examining both the benefits and challenges inherent in this form of 

support. 

❖ Accessibility and Anonymity 

One of the most significant advantages of online support groups is their 

accessibility. In a study by Lieberman and Goldstein (2019), it was found that online 

platforms provide 24/7 access, allowing individuals to seek support whenever they 

need it, regardless of their location or time constraints. This is particularly beneficial 

for those who experience grief in unpredictable waves or who have difficulty leaving 
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their homes due to physical or emotional limitations. As Coulson, Buchanan, and 

Aubeeluck (2007) noted in their research on chronic illness forums, the continuous 

availability of online support creates a sense of constant connection, mitigating 

feelings of isolation. 

 

Furthermore, the anonymity offered by online platforms can encourage individuals 

to express their emotions more freely, without fear of judgment or stigma. Wright 

(2011) highlighted that online anonymity facilitates open communication, especially 

for individuals dealing with stigmatized losses. For instance, those grieving losses 

related to suicide, substance abuse, or perinatal death may find it easier to share 

their experiences in a virtual setting where they feel less exposed. This anonymity 

allows for a level of emotional vulnerability that may be difficult to achieve in face-

to-face interactions, fostering a deeper sense of connection and understanding. 

❖ Emotional Validation and Shared Experience 

Online support groups provide a powerful platform for emotional validation, a 

crucial aspect of grief processing. Sharing experiences with others who have 

undergone similar losses can normalize feelings of sadness, anger, and confusion, 

helping individuals understand that they are not alone in their grief. Research by 

Neimeyer (2016) on grief therapy techniques emphasizes the importance of 

validating the bereaved person's experience. Online forums often serve as a space 

where individuals can see their own experiences reflected in the stories of others, 

fostering a sense of shared humanity. 

 

Moreover, the collective narrative reconstruction that occurs in online support 

groups facilitates meaning-making, a vital aspect of adapting to loss. As Neimeyer 

(2002) suggested in his work on meaning reconstruction, individuals strive to find 

meaning in their experiences, particularly in the face of loss. Online support groups 

assist in this process by providing a space for members to share their stories and 

explore their beliefs. Through shared narratives, individuals can create new 

meanings and find a sense of purpose after loss. 

❖ Cognitive and Behavioral Aspects 

Online support groups can also play a significant role in cognitive and behavioral 

aspects of grief processing. Drawing on principles of cognitive behavioral therapy 

(CBT), these groups help individuals identify and challenge maladaptive thoughts 

and beliefs that contribute to their distress. As noted by Stroebe and Schut (2010) in 
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their dual process model of coping with bereavement, individuals oscillate between 

loss-oriented and restoration-oriented coping. Online support groups facilitate both 

processes by providing a space for emotional expression and practical support. 

 

For instance, members may share their cognitive distortions, such as guilt or self-

blame, and receive feedback from others who have experienced similar thoughts. 

Through shared discussions, individuals can learn to reframe their thoughts and 

develop healthier coping mechanisms. Additionally, the informational support 

provided within these groups, such as coping strategies and resources, empowers 

individuals to take an active role in managing their grief. 

❖ Social Support and Attachment 

The importance of social support in coping with stress and adversity is well-

documented. Online support groups provide various forms of social support, 

including emotional, informational, and instrumental support. As Cohen and Wills 

(1985) highlighted in their research on stress and social support, these forms of 

support can buffer the negative effects of grief and promote resilience. Online 

support groups provide a unique form of "virtual social support" that is available 

24/7. 

  

Furthermore, attachment theory, as articulated by Bowlby (1969, 1988), posits that 

humans have an innate need for close emotional bonds. When a significant 

attachment figure is lost, individuals experience profound grief. Online support 

groups can act as a form of surrogate attachment, providing a sense of secure base 

and safe haven. Members find comfort in shared experiences and emotional 

validation, fulfilling their need for connection and support during a vulnerable time. 

Parkes (2012) emphasized the importance of attachment in understanding grief, 

noting that the loss of an attachment figure can lead to intense emotional distress. 

❖ Mental Health and Well-Being 

The implications of online grief support groups for mental health and well-being are 

substantial. Participation in these groups can significantly mitigate the adverse 

mental health outcomes associated with grief, such as depression, anxiety, and post-

traumatic stress symptoms. Empirical studies have demonstrated that online 

support interventions can reduce depressive symptoms and enhance psychological 

well-being among bereaved individuals (Lieberman & Goldstein, 2019). 
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As Shear (2015) noted, prolonged and complicated grief can lead to severe mental 

health disorders. By providing a space for emotional expression and validation, 

online support groups help individuals process their grief in a healthier manner, 

preventing the development of chronic mental health issues. Moreover, the sense of 

belonging and social connectedness fostered by these groups can enhance self-

esteem and resilience, contributing to improved mental health outcomes. 

❖ Challenges and Limitations 

While online support groups offer numerous benefits, they also present challenges 

and limitations. The lack of face-to-face interaction can hinder the development of 

deep emotional bonds, which are often crucial for effective grief support. As Powell 

(2016) suggested, the digital environment can lead to social isolation and a lack of 

meaningful connection. Additionally, the potential for misinformation and the risk 

of emotional overload from exposure to numerous grief narratives necessitate 

careful moderation and guidance within these groups. 

 

Furthermore, not everyone benefits equally from online support. Individual 

differences in coping styles, personality traits, and technological literacy can 

influence the effectiveness of these groups. As Kessler et al. (2015) noted, online 

support should not replace professional mental health care for individuals with 

complex grief or mental health conditions. Integrated approaches, combining 

online support with traditional therapy, are often the most effective in promoting 

mental health and well-being among the bereaved. 

❖ Cultural and Societal Influences 

Grief is deeply influenced by cultural and societal norms, which dictate how loss is 

perceived, expressed, and managed. Online support groups can challenge these 

norms by providing a space for collective mourning and shared emotional 

vulnerability. As Rosenblatt (2008) highlighted, cultural perspectives shape the 

grieving process. In many Western societies, there is a tendency to prioritize 

individual autonomy and emotional self-reliance, which can lead to a sense of 

isolation for those who are grieving. Online support groups offer a counter-

narrative, validating the ongoing nature of grief and providing a platform for 

individuals to express their emotions without fear of judgment (Walter, 1999). 

 

Online support groups have become an integral part of the modern grief landscape, 

offering a unique blend of accessibility, anonymity, and shared experience that can 
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significantly influence an individual's grief processing. By providing a space for 

connection and validation, these virtual communities can help individuals navigate 

their grief journeys with greater resilience and understanding. However, it is 

essential to recognize the limitations and potential challenges associated with 

online support. Integrated approaches, combining online support with traditional 

therapy and face-to-face interactions, are often the most effective in promoting 

mental health and well-being among the bereaved. Future research should focus on 

further exploring the dynamics of online grief support, examining the long-term 

effects of participation, and developing evidence-based guidelines for effective 

online interventions. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study was driven by the imperative to explore the intricate and deeply personal 

experiences of individuals navigating grief within the context of online support 

groups. The rationale for this investigation stems from the understanding that grief 

is a profoundly subjective and complex phenomenon, often defying the limitations 

of quantitative methodologies. Traditional research approaches, which rely on 

numerical data and statistical analysis, risk overlooking the nuanced emotional 

landscapes and individual narratives that characterize the grieving process. 

Moreover, the increasing prevalence of online support groups as a primary source 

of grief support necessitates an exploration of their impact on individuals' emotional 

well-being. By employing a qualitative approach, this study aimed to provide a rich 

and contextualized understanding of how these virtual communities influence grief 

processing, capturing the unique experiences and perspectives of participants 

within this digital environment. The rationale also acknowledged the sensitive 

nature of the topic, recognizing that participants would be sharing deeply personal 

and potentially vulnerable experiences. Therefore, a qualitative approach, with its 

emphasis on flexibility and rapport-building, was deemed most appropriate to 

create a safe and supportive space for participants to articulate their narratives. 

❖ Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative research design, specifically utilizing semi-

structured online interviews, to delve into the lived experiences of individuals 

navigating grief within online support groups. The research design was chosen to 

align with the study's aim of exploring the complexity and subjectivity of grief, a 

phenomenon that cannot be adequately captured through quantitative measures 
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alone. Semi-structured interviews were selected to provide a balance between 

structure and flexibility, enabling the researcher to address key research questions 

while also allowing for the exploration of emergent themes and individual 

narratives. This approach is particularly well-suited to understanding the subjective 

experiences of participants within online communities, where the dynamics of 

interaction and emotional expression are complex and varied. 

 

The online environment facilitated participation by offering participants the 

comfort and convenience of sharing their stories from their own chosen space, 

reducing potential barriers to participation and fostering a sense of familiarity and 

safety. This design allowed for the collection of rich, detailed data that provided a 

comprehensive understanding of how online support influences grief processing, 

contributing valuable insights to the field. 

❖ Participant Recruitment and Selection 

Participants were recruited through targeted outreach within online support groups 

dedicated to grief and bereavement. To ensure a homogenous sample, informational 

flyers and messages were strategically posted within these groups, clearly outlining 

the study’s purpose and inviting eligible individuals to participate. Potential 

participants were directed to an online screening form, designed to gather essential 

demographic information and confirm their eligibility based on the predetermined 

inclusion criteria. These criteria were carefully selected to ensure that participants 

were actively engaged in online grief support and within a specific age range (18-60 

years), reflecting a broad spectrum of adult experiences. 

 

This age range was chosen to capture diverse perspectives while maintaining a focus 

on adults. Additionally, participants were required to be actively experiencing grief 

due to the loss of a significant person and possess the necessary technological 

resources for online interviews. This rigorous selection process aimed to ensure that 

the data collected would be relevant and insightful, providing a comprehensive 

understanding of the research topic. 

❖ Data Collection 

Semi-Structured Online Interviews 

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured online interviews 

conducted via secure video conferencing platforms. This approach was chosen to 

provide flexibility and depth, allowing for the exploration of participants' 
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experiences with grief, their involvement in online support groups, and the 

perceived benefits and challenges of virtual support. The interview protocol was 

carefully designed to consist of open-ended questions that elicited detailed 

narratives, encouraging participants to share their personal experiences and 

reflections. 

 

The interviews were structured to be conversational, allowing the researcher to 

probe further and explore emergent themes, ensuring a comprehensive 

understanding of participants' perspectives. Each interview lasted approximately 45 

to 60 minutes, providing ample time for participants to share their stories. All 

interviews were audio-recorded with participants' explicit consent and transcribed 

verbatim for subsequent analysis, ensuring accuracy and thoroughness in the data 

analysis process. 

❖ Data Analysis 

The data obtained from the interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) six-phase approach to thematic analysis. This method was selected for its 

flexibility and ability to identify, analyze, and report patterns within qualitative data, 

providing a rigorous and systematic approach to understanding the complex 

narratives shared by participants. The analysis process began with familiarization 

with the data, involving multiple reviews of the verbatim transcripts to gain a deep 

understanding of participants' experiences. Initial codes were generated by 

systematically identifying significant phrases and recurring patterns related to 

participants' experiences with online support and grief. 

 

These codes were then grouped into potential themes, which were subsequently 

reviewed and refined to ensure accurate representation of the data and alignment 

with the research questions. Each theme was clearly defined and named, with 

detailed descriptions and illustrative participant quotes, providing rich contextual 

understanding. Finally, a comprehensive analysis was developed, integrating the 

identified themes with existing literature on grief, online support, and mental 

health, ensuring the findings contributed valuable insights to the field. 

❖ Ethical Considerations 

This study adhered to strict ethical standards to protect participants' rights and 

well-being. Informed consent was obtained electronically, providing participants 

with detailed information about the study's purpose, procedures, and their rights. 
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Participants were assured that their participation was voluntary and that they could 

withdraw from the study at any time1 without penalty. To ensure confidentiality and 

anonymity, participants were assigned pseudonyms, and all data, including 

transcripts and audio recordings, were securely stored and accessible only to the 

research team. The researcher exercised sensitivity when discussing grief and loss, 

providing participants with resources and support information as needed. Ethical 

approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board to ensure 

compliance with ethical research guidelines, demonstrating a commitment to 

responsible and ethical research practices. 

 

Observation and Analysis 

 

Grief, a deeply personal and multifaceted experience, often leaves individuals feeling 

isolated and misunderstood. The need for connection and validation during 

bereavement is a fundamental human desire. In contemporary society, online 

support groups have emerged as a significant avenue for individuals seeking solace, 

understanding, and a sense of community in their grief journey. This report delves 

into the observations derived from a thematic analysis of data collected from 

individuals participating in online grief support groups. The analysis focuses on the 

experiences of those who felt unheard or invalidated in their offline lives and turned 

to online platforms for support. Through examining the initial codes, organizing 

themes, and global themes, a rich tapestry of experiences unfolds, revealing the 

profound influence of online support groups on grief processing. 

 

The Experience of Feeling Unheard 

 

A prominent theme emerging from the data is the profound experience of feeling 

unheard, misunderstood, or invalidated by individuals within participants' offline 

social networks. This deeply felt experience acts as a significant catalyst, propelling 

individuals to seek solace, understanding, and validation within online grief 

communities. The sense of not being truly seen or understood in their grief journey 

becomes a powerful motivator for turning to virtual spaces where shared 

experiences and empathetic connections offer a stark contrast to the perceived 

inadequacies of offline support. 
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Frustration with Invalidation and Lack of Understanding 

 

Many participants expressed significant frustration stemming from the lack of 

understanding and the pervasive sense of invalidation they encountered in their 

interactions with those around them. This frustration manifested in a multitude of 

ways, each contributing to a deepening sense of isolation and a yearning for a more 

empathetic and validating environment. 

 

Participants frequently reported receiving well-intentioned, yet ultimately 

unhelpful and often dismissive platitudes from individuals in their social circles. 

These platitudes, though offered with the intent of providing comfort and support, 

often had the unintended consequence of minimizing or even negating the validity 

and intensity of participants' grief. Phrases such as "It was for the best," "Time heals 

all wounds," or the ubiquitous "I know how you feel" were cited as common 

examples of these well-meaning but harmful responses. 

 

The core issue with these platitudes lies in their inherent lack of attunement to the 

unique and deeply personal nature of grief. While intended to offer solace, they 

often convey a sense of dismissal, suggesting that the griever's pain is somehow 

generic, predictable, or easily resolved. 

 

For example, the phrase "I know how you feel," while attempting to express 

empathy, often backfires because grief is such a subjective experience. Participants 

highlighted the disconnect they felt when hearing these words, as if their individual 

pain was being homogenized and their unique loss not truly acknowledged. 

 

This disconnect contributed to a profound feeling of not being truly heard, as if the 

essence of their experience was being overlooked or minimized. The chasm between 

the platitude offered and the depth of their emotional reality left participants feeling 

more isolated and misunderstood, ultimately pushing them towards online spaces 

where they hoped to find a more authentic and empathetic response. 

 

Participants also described a pervasive sense of alienation and disconnection from 

the "normal life" that continued its relentless pace around them. The world, with its 

daily routines and concerns, seemed to go on unabated, while their own inner world 

was often consumed entirely by the overwhelming experience of grief. This stark 

discrepancy between the external world and their internal reality created a profound 
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feeling of isolation and a sense that others, seemingly untouched by such profound 

loss, could not possibly comprehend the intensity and all-encompassing nature of 

their experience. 

 

Participants spoke of the difficulty in reconciling the mundane tasks and social 

expectations of daily life with the enormity of their grief. The need to engage in 

everyday activities, while grappling with intense emotional pain, created a sense of 

dissonance and a feeling of being out of sync with the world around them. 

 

This alienation was often exacerbated by the perception that others were carrying 

on with their lives seemingly unaffected by the kind of pain the participants were 

experiencing. It led to a sense that their grief was somehow abnormal or that they 

were failing to reintegrate into "normal life" at an acceptable pace. 

 

The inability of others to truly understand and acknowledge the profound impact of 

their loss led participants to actively seek out individuals who were experiencing 

similar situations. They sought communities where others could relate to the 

intensity of their emotions, the disruption of their lives, and the unique challenges 

of navigating a world that felt fundamentally altered by their loss. 

 

Some participants expressed a perception that society, in general, tends to dismiss 

or minimize the significance of grief, particularly when it extends beyond a certain, 

often arbitrary, timeframe. This societal pressure to "move on" or "get over it" can 

be incredibly invalidating and damaging, making individuals feel that their grief is 

not legitimate, that they are somehow failing to cope appropriately, or that they are 

burdening others with their ongoing pain. 

 

Participants reported feeling judged or subtly pressured to suppress their grief, to 

present a facade of normalcy, or to conform to societal expectations about how long 

and how intensely one "should" grieve. This pressure often came from well-meaning 

family members, friends, or colleagues who, while intending to be supportive, 

inadvertently conveyed a message that the participant's grief was becoming 

excessive or inappropriate. 

 

This societal dismissal can be particularly insidious because it undermines the 

individual's internal sense of their own experience. When society implies that grief 

has a limited shelf life, it can lead individuals to question the validity of their 
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ongoing pain, to feel ashamed of their emotions, or to attempt to suppress their grief 

in order to conform to external expectations. 

 

This lack of societal understanding and acceptance of the complex and often long-

term nature of grief further propelled individuals to seek out online communities. 

These virtual spaces offered a counter-narrative, acknowledging, validating, and 

giving space to grief in all its forms, regardless of societal timelines or expectations. 

 

Emotional Isolation and the Yearning for Connection 

 

The pervasive feeling of being unheard and misunderstood often led to profound 

emotional isolation, a sense of being alone in one's grief, even when physically 

surrounded by others. This isolation stemmed from a perceived lack of empathy, a 

difficulty in communicating the depth of their pain, and a sense that others were 

unable or unwilling to truly understand the transformative nature of their loss. 

 

The initial codes extracted from the data reveal a strong and recurring sense of 

feeling isolated. Participants frequently used poignant phrases such as "loneliness in 

pain" and "unbearable isolation" to articulate their emotional state. This isolation 

was not merely a physical state of being alone; it was a much deeper and more 

profound emotional disconnection from others, a sense of being adrift in a sea of 

grief without the anchor of genuine understanding and empathy. 

 

Participants described a feeling of being trapped within their own grief, unable to 

bridge the gap between their inner world and the outer world. They felt as though 

they were living in a parallel reality, where their pain was invisible or 

incomprehensible to those around them. This sense of isolation was often 

intensified by the difficulty in articulating the complex and often overwhelming 

emotions associated with grief. Participants spoke of the frustration of trying to 

explain their pain to others, only to be met with blank stares, dismissive comments, 

or well-meaning but ultimately inadequate attempts at comfort. 

 

The inability to effectively communicate the depth of their grief contributed to a 

sense of being profoundly alone, even in the presence of others. This emotional 

isolation became a powerful motivator for seeking online support, where 

participants hoped to find a community of individuals who could understand their 

pain without the need for extensive explanation or justification. 
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The experience of loneliness was a recurring and dominant theme throughout the 

data. Participants felt that their grief had erected a significant divide between 

themselves and others, creating a barrier that made it exceedingly difficult to 

connect or communicate effectively. This loneliness was often intensified by the 

perception that others were either unable or unwilling to truly listen, to truly 

empathize, and to truly understand the transformative impact of their loss. 

Participants described a sense of being set apart from others, as if their grief had 

placed them on a different plane of existence. They felt that their experiences, their 

emotions, and their perspectives were no longer aligned with those of people who 

had not experienced such profound loss. This sense of being different often led to 

feelings of alienation and a reluctance to engage in social interactions. Participants 

spoke of withdrawing from social events, avoiding conversations, and feeling like an 

outsider in their own lives. 

 

The loneliness was further compounded by the feeling that others were not truly 

listening or attempting to understand. Participants often felt that their words were 

being heard but not truly received, that their pain was being acknowledged but not 

truly felt. This lack of genuine connection deepened their sense of loneliness and 

fueled their desire to find a community where they could be truly seen and 

understood. This profound feeling of emotional isolation and loneliness created 

within participants a desperate and compelling need for connection. They yearned 

to find others who could relate to their experiences, who could validate their often-

complex and conflicting emotions, and who could offer a sense of belonging in a 

world that often felt alienating and incomprehensible. The desire to share their 

burdens, to be truly heard without judgment or dismissal, and to feel less alone in 

their pain became a primary driving force behind their decision to seek support 

within online communities. 

 

Participants expressed a powerful longing for empathy, for a shared understanding 

that transcended the limitations of polite conversation or well-meaning platitudes. 

They sought individuals who had walked a similar path, who had navigated the 

treacherous terrain of grief, and who could offer not just sympathy, but genuine 

understanding and validation. 

 

The yearning for connection was also driven by a need to break free from the 

suffocating silence that often surrounds grief. Participants wanted to be able to talk 

openly about their loss, to share their memories, to express their pain, and to do so 
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without fear of judgment or the discomfort of others. Online support groups offered 

the promise of a community where these needs could be met, a virtual space where 

connection was not only possible but actively fostered, and where the shared 

experience of grief could provide a powerful antidote to the debilitating effects of 

emotional isolation and loneliness. 

 

Seeking Authenticity and Unfiltered Expression 

 

In direct response to the pervasive feeling of being unheard, misunderstood, and 

invalidated in their offline interactions, individuals actively sought out online 

support groups as a sanctuary, a safe space where they could engage in authentic 

expression and unfiltered communication. This pursuit of authenticity and 

openness became a central motivation for turning to virtual communities for grief 

support. 

 

Participants articulated a deep and compelling need to communicate their grief 

without pretense, without the constraints of societal expectations, and without the 

fear of judgment or negative repercussions. They expressed a strong desire to be able 

to share their raw and often messy emotions, their doubts, their fears, and their 

struggles with honesty and vulnerability, free from the pressure to censor 

themselves or conform to what they perceived as socially acceptable expressions of 

grief. 

 

Participants spoke of the exhaustion of constantly having to manage the reactions 

of others, of having to downplay their pain, of having to present a facade of strength 

or composure, simply to avoid making others feel uncomfortable. This constant self-

monitoring and emotional regulation became a significant burden, adding to the 

already heavy weight of their grief. 

 

They yearned for a space where they could simply "be themselves," where they could 

express the full spectrum of their emotions, even the difficult or socially 

unacceptable ones, without fear of criticism, dismissal, or the need to apologize for 

their feelings. 

 

This need for unfiltered expression was driven by a desire for genuine connection, 

for a sense of being truly seen and understood, not for a carefully constructed or 

socially palatable version of themselves. Online support groups offered the promise 
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of such a space, a virtual haven where authenticity was not only tolerated but 

actively encouraged. 

 

Online support groups were frequently perceived by participants as a sanctuary, a 

safe and accepting space where authenticity was not only valued but actively 

encouraged and fostered. Participants described a sense of liberation in being able 

to express their true selves, to share their experiences openly and honestly, and to 

connect with others on a genuine level, free from the constraints and expectations 

of their offline lives. 

 

Participants felt that within these online communities, they could finally shed the 

masks they often felt compelled to wear in their daily interactions. They could 

express their pain, their vulnerabilities, and their doubts without feeling the need to 

put on a brave face, to minimize their emotions, or to conform to societal notions 

of how one "should" grieve. 

 

This sense of being able to be "real" was incredibly empowering, offering a stark 

contrast to the often-superficial or emotionally restricted interactions they 

experienced in their offline social circles. Online groups provided a space where they 

could be accepted for who they were, in all their grief and complexity, fostering a 

sense of belonging and genuine connection. 

 

The perception of online groups as an "authenticity sanctuary" was a key factor in 

their appeal, offering a much-needed respite from the emotional labor of navigating 

a world that often felt dismissive or uncomfortable with the raw and unfiltered 

expressions of grief. 

 

The desire for raw honesty was identified as a key motivator for seeking support 

within online groups. Participants expressed a strong preference for connecting with 

others who were willing to share their own experiences with candor, vulnerability, 

and a willingness to delve into the difficult and often uncomfortable aspects of grief. 

They sought genuine connection built upon shared understanding and authentic 

emotional expression, valuing the opportunity to engage with others who were not 

afraid to be real, to be open, and to be honest about the challenges and complexities 

of their grief journey. Participants were drawn to the idea of connecting with 

individuals who were not afraid to express the full spectrum of their emotions, even 

the messy, the painful, or the socially unacceptable ones. They appreciated the 
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willingness of others to share their struggles, their doubts, their fears, and their 

moments of despair, creating a sense of shared humanity and a feeling that they 

were not alone in their experiences. 

 

This emphasis on raw honesty fostered a sense of trust and intimacy within online 

groups, allowing participants to connect on a deeper level than they often felt 

possible in their offline interactions. The absence of pretense and the willingness to 

be vulnerable created a space for genuine empathy, for authentic support, and for a 

shared understanding that transcended the limitations of polite conversation or 

superficial interactions. 

 

The pursuit of raw honesty was, therefore, a central driving force behind seeking 

online support, reflecting a desire for genuine connection and a rejection of the 

often-filtered or emotionally restricted communication that participants 

experienced in their attempts to find support and understanding in their offline 

lives. 

 

The Online Support Group Experience 

 

Online support groups presented a stark and often transformative contrast to the 

experiences of feeling unheard, misunderstood, and invalidated that participants 

encountered in their offline settings. These virtual communities offered a unique 

and powerful space for solace, genuine understanding, and profound connection, 

exerting a significant influence on individuals' grief processing and providing a 

much-needed antidote to the isolation and disconnection they often felt in their 

daily lives. 

 

Emotional Validation and Shared Experience 

 

A core function of online support groups, and perhaps one of their most significant 

contributions, was their ability to provide emotional validation and foster a deep 

sense of shared experience. These virtual spaces directly addressed the feelings of 

being unheard and misunderstood that participants had articulated, offering a level 

of empathy and understanding that was often lacking in their offline interactions. 

 

Shared Understanding: A Bridge Over the Chasm of Grief: Participants 

consistently emphasized the critical importance of shared understanding within 
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online support groups. The ability to connect with others who had experienced 

similar losses, who had walked a comparable path of grief, created a profound sense 

of being truly understood, often for the first time since their bereavement. 

 

The feeling of shared understanding went beyond mere sympathy; it was a 

recognition that others had firsthand knowledge of the unique challenges, the 

intense emotions, and the often-disorienting reality of grief. Participants no longer 

felt the burden of having to explain or justify their feelings, as they found themselves 

among individuals who "just got it." 

 

This shared understanding fostered a sense of community and belonging, breaking 

down the barriers of isolation and creating a space where participants felt seen, 

heard, and validated in their experiences. The ability to connect with others who 

had navigated similar losses provided a powerful sense of comfort and a feeling that 

they were not alone in their pain. 

 

The initial codes highlight this sense of shared understanding with codes such as 

"Haner helped me" and "They understood." These codes point to the direct and 

personal impact of finding others who could relate to their experiences, offering a 

sense of connection and validation that was often absent in their offline interactions. 

 

Normalizing the Landscape of Grief: Online support groups provided a virtual 

space where a wide and often complex range of emotions was not only 

acknowledged but actively validated. Participants felt that their feelings, whatever 

they might be, were accepted as normal and legitimate responses to loss, 

significantly reducing feelings of self-doubt, shame, or guilt that they may have 

experienced in other settings. 

 

The validation extended beyond simply acknowledging the presence of grief; it 

encompassed the intensity, the fluctuations, and the often-unpredictable nature of 

the grieving process. Participants felt that their emotions, even the seemingly 

contradictory or socially unacceptable ones, were considered valid and 

understandable within the group. 

 

This validation was particularly important in countering societal pressures to "move 

on" or to grieve in a certain way. Online groups offered a counter-narrative, 

affirming that there was no "right" or "wrong" way to grieve, and that the duration 
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of grief was a personal and individual experience, not one dictated by external 

expectations. 

 

The interview schedule reflects this emphasis on emotional validation, with 

questions such as "Do you feel the group has helped you understand your emotions 

better? If so, how?" and "How do you feel when participating in the online support 

group?". These questions directly address the emotional impact of group 

participation and the sense of validation that individuals derive from these online 

interactions. 

 

The profound experience of being validated and truly understood within online 

support groups brought immense relief to participants. They described feeling a 

weight lifted from their shoulders, a sense of release from the heavy burden of 

isolation, misunderstanding, and the constant need to explain or justify their grief. 

This relief stemmed from the deeply felt recognition that they were not alone in 

their pain, that their experiences were shared by others, and that their emotions 

were valid and understandable. The validation provided by the group created a sense 

of being "seen" in their grief, a powerful antidote to the invisibility and isolation they 

often felt in their offline lives. 

 

Participants expressed a sense of being able to finally exhale, to let go of the 

emotional tension and the constant pressure to conform to external expectations. 

The online space offered a refuge where they could simply be themselves, express 

their pain, and connect with others who understood their journey. 

 

The initial codes such as "Challenge" and "All there" might allude to the challenges 

of navigating grief and the sense of completeness or acceptance found within the 

online community. These codes, though brief, hint at the transformative power of 

finding a space where one's experiences are validated and understood. 

 

The Power of Walking a Similar Path: The validation derived from shared 

experiences was described as particularly powerful and transformative. Participants 

found immense comfort, strength, and a profound sense of connection in knowing 

that others had walked a similar path, faced comparable challenges, and 

experienced similar emotions. 
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The shared experience created a strong sense of community, a feeling of belonging 

to a group of individuals who truly understood the unique and often-unfathomable 

nature of their loss. This sense of belonging was a powerful antidote to the isolation 

and alienation that participants often felt in their offline interactions. Participants 

spoke of the comfort in knowing that they were not alone in their struggles, that 

their reactions were not abnormal, and that there was hope for healing and growth. 

The shared experiences provided a sense of normalcy in the midst of a life-altering 

experience, offering a sense of stability and connection in a world that often felt 

chaotic and uncertain. 

 

The interview schedule probes this aspect of shared experience validation through 

questions like "What kinds of interactions or messages have impacted you the 

most?". This question aims to uncover the specific ways in which shared narratives 

and empathetic connections within the group contribute to individuals' grief 

processing and sense of validation. 

 

Social Connection and Reduced Isolation: Building Bridges in the Digital 

Realm 

 

Online support groups actively and effectively countered the profound emotional 

isolation experienced by participants, fostering social connection, building bridges 

of empathy, and creating a strong sense of community. These virtual spaces 

provided a powerful antidote to the loneliness and disconnection that often-

characterized participants' offline experiences, offering a sense of belonging and 

support that was crucial in navigating the difficult terrain of grief. 

 

Finding Companionship in the Digital Space: Participants consistently reported a 

significant and noticeable reduction in their feelings of loneliness as a direct result 

of participating in online support groups. The constant availability of online 

support, the ability to connect with others at any time of day or night, and the 

ongoing exchange of messages and shared experiences created a pervasive sense of 

being connected, even during moments of physical solitude. 

 

The 24/7 accessibility of online groups provided a constant source of comfort and a 

sense of security. Participants knew that they could turn to the group whenever they 

needed it, whether it was in the middle of the night, during a moment of intense 

grief, or simply when they needed a listening ear. This constant availability created 
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a feeling of always having someone there, reducing the sense of being alone in their 

pain. The ongoing exchange of messages, comments, and support within the group 

fostered a sense of connection and engagement. Participants felt they were part of a 

community, a living and breathing entity that was there for them, offering support, 

understanding, and companionship. 

 

The initial codes "Loneliness in pain" and "Unbearable isolation" poignantly capture 

the intense feelings of loneliness that participants experienced before finding online 

support. The contrasting experience of reduced loneliness after joining these groups 

underscores the powerful impact of virtual connection in mitigating the isolating 

effects of grief. 

 

Participants often described a powerful and deeply felt sense of unspoken 

connection with other group members. This connection transcended the limitations 

of online communication, creating a feeling of intimacy, understanding, and shared 

experience that didn't rely solely on the explicit exchange of words. 

 

Participants spoke of a sense of "knowing" and being "known" by others in the group, 

even without extensive verbal communication. This unspoken connection was often 

attributed to the shared experience of grief, a recognition that others understood 

their pain on a fundamental level, without the need for detailed explanations or 

justifications. This feeling of unspoken connection fostered a sense of comfort and 

trust, allowing participants to feel safe and supported, even in the absence of 

physical presence. The shared understanding created a bond that went beyond the 

superficiality of online interactions, creating a sense of genuine empathy and 

support. 

 

The interview schedule explores this aspect of connection through questions like 

"What kinds of interactions or messages have impacted you the most?". This 

question seeks to uncover the subtle yet powerful ways in which online interactions, 

even those that may not involve extensive verbal exchange, can create a sense of 

deep connection and understanding. 

 

The overarching feeling of being supported was identified as a key and crucial 

benefit of online support groups. Participants consistently expressed a sense of 

having a safety net, a group of people they could turn to for comfort, advice, or 

simply a listening ear, whenever they needed it. This feeling of support was 
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described as instrumental in navigating the often-difficult and unpredictable terrain 

of grief. 

 

Participants felt that the group provided a reliable and consistent source of support, 

a place where they could turn to in times of crisis, during moments of intense grief, 

or simply when they needed a reminder that they were not alone. This sense of 

having a safety net provided a sense of security and stability in the midst of 

emotional turmoil. 

 

The support offered within online groups was multifaceted, encompassing 

emotional support, informational support, and practical support. Participants 

received encouragement, empathy, validation, and advice from other group 

members, creating a sense of being held and supported through their grief journey. 

The interview schedule directly addresses this feeling of support through questions 

like "How do you feel when participating in the online support group?". This 

question aims to elicit the emotional impact of group participation and the extent 

to which individuals feel supported and cared for within the online community. 

 

Online support groups fostered a strong and often profound sense of belonging. 

Participants felt they were part of a community, a group of people who understood 

them, accepted them unconditionally, and shared a common bond of grief. This 

sense of belonging was particularly important and transformative for individuals 

who felt marginalized, misunderstood, or isolated in their offline lives. 

 

Participants described feeling like they had found a "home" in the online group, a 

place where they truly belonged, where they were accepted for who they were, and 

where they didn't have to pretend or conform to external expectations. This sense 

of belonging provided a powerful antidote to the alienation and disconnection they 

often felt in their daily interactions. 

  

The feeling of being part of a community created a sense of shared identity and 

purpose, allowing participants to connect with others on a deeper level and to find 

meaning and support in their shared experiences. This sense of belonging was 

crucial in helping participants navigate the challenges of grief and in fostering a 

sense of hope and resilience. 
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The initial codes "A" and "C" might represent a sense of acceptance and community 

within the online group. While these codes are brief, they suggest the importance 

of belonging and connection in the online support experience. 

 

Emotional Expression and Authenticity: Embracing Vulnerability in a Safe 

Space 

 

Online support groups provided a valuable and much-needed platform for 

emotional expression and authenticity, directly addressing the need for unfiltered 

communication, genuine connection, and the freedom to express grief in a way that 

felt true and authentic. 

 

Participants felt that their engagement with online support groups actively helped 

them to improve their emotional expression. The supportive and non-judgmental 

environment, coupled with the encouragement to share openly and honestly, 

facilitated a greater capacity to articulate their feelings, to explore their emotions, 

and to communicate their experiences with clarity and vulnerability. 

 

Participants described a sense of gaining confidence in expressing their emotions, 

even the difficult or socially unacceptable ones. They felt that the group provided a 

safe space to practice emotional expression, to experiment with different ways of 

articulating their pain, and to receive feedback and validation from others. 

 

The ability to share their experiences in a supportive environment helped 

participants to develop a deeper understanding of their own emotions, to identify 

patterns in their grief, and to find the words to describe the complex and often-

conflicting feelings associated with loss. 

 

The interview schedule addresses this aspect of emotional expression through 

questions like "What changes, if any, have you noticed in how you cope with grief 

since joining the group?" and "Do you feel the group has helped you understand 

your emotions better? If so, how?". These questions explore the impact of group 

participation on individuals' ability to process and express their grief. 

 

The emphasis on authenticity within online support groups allowed participants to 

express their grief in a way that felt genuine, true to themselves, and free from the 

need to conform to societal expectations or present a false front. 
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Participants felt liberated from the pressure to perform grief in a certain way, to 

adhere to societal norms, or to present a sanitized version of their experiences. They 

were able to express their emotions, their thoughts, and their struggles with honesty 

and vulnerability, without fear of judgment or the need to apologize for their 

feelings. 

 

The online environment provided a space where participants could shed the masks 

they often felt compelled to wear in their daily interactions, allowing them to 

connect with others on a deeper and more meaningful level. This emphasis on 

authenticity fostered a sense of trust, intimacy, and genuine connection within the 

group. The initial code "A" might symbolize this sense of authenticity and 

acceptance within the online group, suggesting a space where individuals felt 

comfortable being themselves. 

 

Participants deeply valued the raw honesty they encountered within online support 

groups. The willingness of others to share their vulnerabilities, their struggles, and 

their moments of despair with candor and openness created a space for genuine 

connection, authentic emotional exchange, and a level of understanding that 

transcended the limitations of superficial interactions. 

 

Participants were drawn to the idea of connecting with individuals who were not 

afraid to express the full spectrum of their emotions, even the difficult or socially 

unacceptable ones. They appreciated the willingness of others to share their 

struggles, their doubts, their fears, and their moments of despair, creating a sense 

of shared humanity and a feeling that they were not alone in their experiences. 

 

This emphasis on raw honesty fostered a sense of trust and intimacy within online 

groups, allowing participants to connect on a deeper level than they often felt 

possible in their offline interactions. The absence of pretense and the willingness to 

be vulnerable created a space for genuine empathy, for authentic support, and for a 

shared understanding that transcended the limitations of polite conversation or 

superficial interactions. 

 

The interview schedule reflects this value of honesty and vulnerability through 

questions like "What kinds of interactions or messages have impacted you the 

most?". This question seeks to uncover the specific ways in which honest and 
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vulnerable sharing within the group contributes to participants' emotional well-

being and sense of connection. 

 

Online support groups provided the much-needed space for unfiltered expression 

that participants had been seeking. They could share their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences without fear of judgment, censorship, or the need to manage the 

reactions of others. Participants felt liberated from the constraints of societal 

expectations, the pressure to conform, and the fear of being judged for their 

emotions. They could express themselves freely and openly, without having to filter 

their words or downplay their feelings. 

 

This freedom of expression allowed participants to explore their grief in a way that 

felt authentic and true to themselves, fostering a sense of empowerment and self-

discovery. The ability to share their experiences without reservation created a sense 

of liberation and a feeling of being truly seen and heard. The absence of pretense 

was a defining and highly valued characteristic of online support groups. 

Participants consistently expressed a sense of relief and liberation in being able to 

be themselves, to express their pain openly, and to connect with others on a genuine 

level, free from the social expectations, facades, and emotional labor that often 

characterize offline interactions. 

 

Participants felt that in online groups, they could finally shed the masks they often 

felt compelled to wear in their daily lives. They could express their vulnerabilities, 

their doubts, and their struggles without feeling the need to project an image of 

strength, composure, or normalcy. This absence of pretense fostered a sense of trust, 

intimacy, and genuine connection within the group. Participants felt that they could 

connect with others on a deeper and more meaningful level, knowing that they were 

being seen and accepted for who they truly were, in all their grief and complexity. 

 

The interview schedule indirectly addresses this aspect of pretense-free connection 

through questions like "How do you feel when participating in the online support 

group?". This question aims to elicit the overall emotional experience of group 

participation, including the sense of comfort and acceptance that comes from being 

in a space free from pretense and judgment. 
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The Dynamics of Online Grief Support: Benefits and Challenges 

 

The experience of grief processing through online support groups is characterized 

by a complex interplay of benefits and challenges. While these platforms offer 

unique and significant advantages that contribute positively to individuals' grief 

journeys, it is equally crucial to acknowledge the potential limitations and navigate 

them effectively to maximize the support received and mitigate potential 

drawbacks. 

❖ Support Group Benefits 

Online support groups provide a range of distinct and valuable benefits that 

contribute significantly and positively to individuals' grief processing, creating a 

haven of understanding, connection, and support that can be transformative in the 

face of loss. 

❖ Accessibility 

The accessibility of online support groups stands out as a key advantage, offering 

individuals the invaluable opportunity to seek support whenever they need it, 

regardless of their geographical location or the constraints of time. This constant 

availability proves particularly crucial for those who experience grief in 

unpredictable waves, those who have difficulty leaving their homes due to physical 

or emotional limitations, or those who simply need support outside of traditional 

office hours. 

 

The 24/7 access to online groups provides a profound sense of security and comfort. 

Participants know that they can turn to the group at any time of day or night, 

whether they are experiencing a sudden surge of grief, struggling with insomnia 

related to their loss, or simply need a quiet space to reflect and connect with others. 

This constant availability ensures that individuals never have to face their grief 

alone, offering a lifeline of support whenever it is needed. The accessibility 

advantage of online groups extends beyond mere availability. These platforms are 

also uniquely accessible to individuals who may be marginalized or lack access to 

traditional support systems. This includes those living in remote or rural areas 

where access to grief counselors or support groups may be limited, those with 

mobility limitations who find it difficult to attend in-person meetings, and those 

who are dealing with sensitive or stigmatized forms of grief and prefer the privacy 

and anonymity of an online setting. 
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❖ Anonymity 

The anonymity offered by online platforms provides a unique and valuable benefit, 

encouraging individuals to express their emotions more freely, without the fear of 

judgment, stigma, or negative repercussions. This is particularly beneficial and 

important for those who are dealing with sensitive or stigmatized losses, such as 

those related to suicide, substance abuse, or other circumstances that may carry 

societal shame or discomfort. 

 

The ability to participate anonymously provides a crucial sense of safety and allows 

individuals to share their experiences, their fears, their anxieties, and their 

vulnerabilities without revealing their identity. This can be particularly helpful for 

those who are concerned about privacy, who fear negative repercussions from 

sharing their grief openly with their social circles or professional contacts, or who 

simply feel more comfortable expressing themselves in a space where their identity 

is protected. Anonymity offers a unique advantage in facilitating open and honest 

communication. Participants may feel more comfortable sharing their deepest and 

most painful emotions, their darkest thoughts, and their most challenging 

experiences when they know that their identity is shielded. This can lead to a greater 

sense of liberation, a deeper level of vulnerability, and a more authentic connection 

with others in the group. 

❖ Comfort in Shared Stories 

Participants find immense comfort in sharing their stories, their experiences, and 

their feelings with others who have walked a similar path and who truly understand 

the unique challenges of grief. This shared narrative creates a powerful sense of 

community, fostering a feeling of belonging and helping individuals feel less alone 

in their grief. 

 

The ability to connect with others who have experienced similar losses provides a 

sense of validation, a feeling of being understood, and a recognition that their 

emotions and experiences are normal and legitimate. Participants no longer feel the 

burden of having to explain or justify their grief, as they find themselves among 

individuals who "just get it." This shared narrative also provides a sense of hope and 

resilience. By witnessing the stories of others who have navigated their grief, found 

ways to cope, and even discovered new meaning in their lives, participants gain a 

sense of possibility and a belief that they too can find a path forward. 
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The relief that comes from sharing experiences with others who truly understand 

the complexities and nuances of grief is a significant and transformative benefit of 

online support groups. Participants consistently express a feeling of being validated, 

understood, and less burdened by their grief when they connect with others who 

have walked a similar path, faced similar challenges, and experienced similar 

emotions. 

 

The shared experience creates a powerful sense of empathy and compassion within 

the group. Participants feel that their pain is acknowledged, their struggles are 

understood, and their emotions are validated by others who have been there. This 

sense of being truly seen and heard provides a profound sense of relief, reducing the 

feelings of isolation and alienation that often accompany grief. Participants no 

longer feel the need to carry the weight of their grief alone, as they find themselves 

surrounded by a community of individuals who are willing to share their burdens, 

offer support, and provide a sense of belonging. This shared experience creates a 

feeling of connection and a recognition that they are not alone in their journey. 

❖ Shared Experience Reflection 

The process of sharing experiences, reflecting on the experiences of others, and 

engaging in open and honest dialogue provides valuable insights, new perspectives, 

and a deeper understanding of one's own grief journey. Participants can learn from 

each other, gain new coping strategies, and develop a more nuanced and 

comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted nature of grief. 

 

By listening to the stories of others, participants can gain a broader understanding 

of the diverse ways in which grief can manifest, the various coping mechanisms that 

can be effective, and the different paths that individuals take on their healing 

journey. This exposure to different perspectives can challenge preconceived notions, 

broaden understanding, and provide new tools for navigating their own grief. 

 

The shared experience reflection also fosters a sense of self-discovery and personal 

growth. By articulating their own experiences, reflecting on their emotions, and 

engaging in meaningful dialogue with others, participants can gain a deeper 

understanding of themselves, their values, and their capacity for resilience in the 

face of loss. 
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Online support groups typically foster a culture of non-judgmental acceptance, 

creating a safe and supportive environment where participants feel comfortable 

expressing their emotions, sharing their experiences, and being their authentic 

selves without fear of criticism, dismissal, or negative judgment. This acceptance is 

crucial for creating a space where vulnerability is embraced and healing can occur. 

 

The absence of judgment allows participants to be themselves, to express their grief 

authentically, and to share their thoughts and feelings without fear of being 

criticized, dismissed, or labeled. This creates a sense of safety and security, allowing 

individuals to let down their guard and connect with others on a genuine level. 

Participants don't have to worry about being judged for their feelings, their coping 

mechanisms, or the intensity or duration of their grief. They are accepted for who 

they are, in all their complexity and vulnerability, fostering a sense of belonging and 

self-acceptance. 

❖ Non-Judgmental Space 

The absence of judgment in online support groups creates a unique and valuable 

space where participants feel empowered to be themselves and express their grief 

authentically, without the fear of being judged for their feelings, their coping 

mechanisms, or the way they choose to navigate their grief journey. Participants are 

free to share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences without reservation, knowing 

that they will be met with understanding, empathy, and acceptance. This fosters a 

sense of liberation and allows individuals to explore their grief in a way that feels 

genuine and true to themselves. 

 

The non-judgmental space also encourages self-compassion and acceptance. 

Participants learn to be kinder to themselves, to acknowledge their pain without 

shame, and to embrace their vulnerability as a natural part of the healing process. 

❖ Non-Judgmental Listening 

The act of being listened to without judgment is a powerful and transformative form 

of support. Online support groups provide a space where participants feel heard, 

valued, and understood when they are given the opportunity to share their 

experiences without interruption, criticism, or unsolicited advice. 

 

Participants feel that their words are being received, their emotions are being 

acknowledged, and their experiences are being validated by others who are truly 
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listening. This creates a sense of connection and a feeling of being seen and heard 

in their grief. The non-judgmental listening also fosters a sense of self-worth and 

empowerment. Participants feel that their voices matter, their stories are important, 

and their experiences are worthy of attention and understanding. 

❖ Unconditional Venting 

Online support groups provide a valuable space for unconditional venting, allowing 

participants to release their emotions, express their frustrations, and share their 

pain without feeling the need to censor themselves, worry about the impact on 

others, or manage the reactions of those around them. 

 

Participants can express the full spectrum of their emotions, even the difficult or 

socially unacceptable ones, without fear of judgment or negative consequences. This 

provides a sense of catharsis and allows individuals to release pent-up emotions in 

a safe and supportive environment. 

 

The freedom to vent unconditionally also fosters a sense of authenticity and allows 

participants to connect with others on a deeper and more genuine level. They don't 

have to pretend to be okay or suppress their emotions; they can simply be 

themselves and express their pain openly and honestly. 

❖ Lack of Pressure 

Online support groups typically lack the pressure to conform, to "move on," or to 

grieve in a certain way that individuals may experience in their offline lives. 

Participants are free to grieve at their own pace, without feeling rushed, judged, or 

pressured to meet external expectations. Participants can navigate their grief 

journey in a way that feels comfortable and natural to them, without feeling the 

need to adhere to societal timelines or conform to external notions of how one 

"should" grieve. This fosters a sense of self-compassion and allows individuals to 

honor their own unique grieving process. 

 

The absence of pressure also reduces the feelings of anxiety and stress that can 

accompany grief. Participants don't have to worry about disappointing others, 

failing to meet expectations, or being judged for their grief. They can simply focus 

on their own healing and well-being. 
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❖ Freedom from Expectations 

The absence of expectations in online support groups allows participants to engage 

with the group in a way that feels comfortable, natural, and authentic to them. They 

don't have to worry about meeting certain standards, fulfilling specific roles, or 

conforming to any pre-determined notions of how they "should" be acting or feeling. 

Participants can participate in the group on their own terms, without feeling the 

need to perform or adhere to rigid structures. They are free to express themselves, 

share their experiences, and connect with others in a way that feels genuine and 

meaningful to them. 

 

This freedom from expectations fosters a sense of empowerment and allows 

individuals to take ownership of their grief journey, without feeling pressured to fit 

into a mold or follow a prescribed path. 

❖ Lack of Pressure to Participate 

Participants can choose to participate in online support groups as much or as little 

as they feel comfortable, without any pressure to share, engage, or contribute if they 

are not feeling up to it. This flexibility allows individuals to engage with the group 

in a way that aligns with their energy levels, their emotional state, and their personal 

needs. 

 

Participants can observe, listen, and read messages without feeling obligated to 

respond or share their own experiences. This allows them to benefit from the group's 

support without feeling overwhelmed or pressured. 

 

The lack of pressure to participate also fosters a sense of safety and allows 

individuals to engage with the group at their own pace. They can gradually increase 

their involvement as they feel more comfortable and confident, without feeling 

forced to participate before they are ready. 

❖ Support Group Limitations 

While online support groups offer numerous and significant benefits that contribute 

positively to individuals' grief processing, it is essential to acknowledge their 

limitations and potential challenges. Navigating these challenges effectively is 

crucial for maximizing the support received and mitigating potential drawbacks. 
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The reliance on technology for online support can create inherent limitations. 

Individuals without access to the internet, those who lack the necessary 

technological skills, or those who face barriers to digital literacy may be excluded 

from accessing these valuable resources. 

 

This digital divide can disproportionately affect certain populations, such as older 

adults, individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, or those living in areas 

with limited internet infrastructure. This creates an inequity in access to grief 

support, where those who may need it most are unable to participate. Addressing 

these internet limitations requires efforts to bridge the digital divide, provide 

technological assistance and training, and explore alternative forms of support that 

do not rely solely on internet access. 

❖ Tech Limitations 

Technical difficulties, such as internet outages, platform malfunctions, or software 

glitches, can disrupt communication, create frustration, and hinder the overall 

support experience within online groups. 

 

These technical issues can be particularly distressing for individuals who are already 

experiencing emotional vulnerability and relying on the online group for support. 

Disruptions in communication can exacerbate feelings of isolation and create a 

sense of unreliability in the support system. 

 

Minimizing tech limitations requires reliable technology platforms, clear technical 

support, and alternative communication methods to ensure that support remains 

accessible even during technical difficulties. While technology enables connection 

and facilitates communication, it can also create a sense of distance and 

detachment. The lack of physical presence, the absence of nonverbal cues, and the 

reliance on digital communication can make it more challenging to build deep 

emotional bonds, foster genuine empathy, and may lead to misunderstandings or 

misinterpretations. 

 

The online environment, while convenient and accessible, lacks the richness and 

nuance of face-to-face interaction. The absence of physical touch, such as hugs or 

hand-holding, and the inability to observe body language, facial expressions, and 

tone of voice can hinder the development of a strong sense of connection and may 

limit the ability to fully understand and respond to the emotional needs of others. 
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Navigating this tech-enabled distance requires conscious effort to build rapport, 

express empathy clearly, and utilize various communication tools to convey 

emotions and build stronger connections. The absence of face-to-face interaction is 

a significant and often-cited limitation of online support groups. Nonverbal cues, 

such as body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice, which play a crucial 

role in communication, empathy, and understanding, are often lost or diminished 

in online communication, which can hinder the development of deep emotional 

bonds and may lead to misunderstandings or misinterpretations. 

 

The lack of physical presence can make it more challenging to convey genuine 

empathy, to offer comfort, and to build a strong sense of connection. The nuances 

of human interaction are often lost in the digital realm, which can create a sense of 

distance and limit the ability to fully understand and respond to the emotional 

needs of others. Participants may miss the warmth, the intimacy, and the sense of 

embodied connection that comes from being physically present with others. This 

can be particularly challenging for individuals who rely on physical touch, such as 

hugs or hand-holding, as a primary source of comfort and support. The lack of 

physical touch, such as hugs, hand-holding, or a comforting presence, can be a 

significant drawback for some individuals. Physical comfort can be a powerful and 

essential source of support during grief, and its absence in online interactions can 

be deeply felt. 

 

The need for physical touch is a fundamental human need, and its absence can be 

particularly challenging during times of intense emotional distress. Participants may 

long for the comfort of a hug, the reassurance of a hand on their shoulder, or the 

simple presence of another person nearby. While online groups can provide 

emotional support and connection, they cannot replicate the experience of physical 

comfort. This limitation highlights the importance of integrating online support 

with other forms of support that can provide physical touch and embodied 

connection, when appropriate and desired. 

 

The feeling of "presence," that sense of being fully present and engaged with another 

person, can be more challenging to establish and maintain online. It may be difficult 

to convey genuine empathy, to offer comfort, and to provide a sense of being truly 

"there" for someone without the nuances and immediacy of face-to-face interaction. 

The online environment can sometimes feel impersonal or detached, making it 

challenging to create a sense of deep connection and emotional intimacy. 
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Participants may struggle to feel truly seen, heard, and understood, even when 

engaging actively in online communication. 

Conveying empathy online requires careful attention to language, tone, and 

responsiveness. Participants may need to be more explicit in expressing their 

support, validating emotions, and demonstrating their genuine care and concern for 

others. 

 

The online environment, while facilitating connection and communication, can also 

create a sense of distance, both physically and emotionally. This distance can make 

it more challenging to build strong and meaningful relationships, foster a sense of 

closeness, and may lead to a feeling of detachment or disconnection from others in 

the group. 

 

The lack of physical proximity can create a sense of separation, making it more 

difficult to feel truly connected and engaged with others. Participants may 

experience a sense of emotional distance, even when actively participating in the 

group, which can limit the depth of their connection and the level of support they 

receive. Building strong relationships online requires effort, intention, and 

consistent engagement. Participants may need to be proactive in initiating 

conversations, sharing their experiences, and expressing their support to others to 

overcome the potential for online distance and foster a sense of closeness. 

 

Discussion 

 

The digital age has profoundly reshaped how individuals navigate various life 

experiences, and grief is no exception. This discussion delves into the multifaceted 

role of online support groups in the grief process, drawing upon thematic analysis 

of data collected from individuals engaging with these virtual communities. The 

analysis highlights the experiences of those who felt unheard or invalidated in their 

offline lives, leading them to seek solace and understanding in online spaces. The 

discussion will explore how online support groups address the challenges of grief, 

the benefits they offer, and the limitations that must be considered. 

❖ The Primacy of Feeling Heard 

The analysis reveals a central theme: the experience of feeling unheard, 

misunderstood, or invalidated by individuals within participants' offline social 
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networks serves as a significant catalyst for seeking support within online grief 

communities. 

 

❖ Frustration with Invalidation and Lack of Understanding 

Participants frequently expressed frustration with the lack of understanding and 

invalidation they encountered from those around them. This frustration manifested 

in several ways, each contributing to a sense of alienation and a yearning for a more 

empathetic environment. 

 

Participants often reported receiving well-meaning but ultimately unhelpful 

platitudes, which, instead of offering comfort, left them feeling that their grief was 

minimized or not fully acknowledged. Platitudes such as "I know how you feel" often 

missed the mark, highlighting a disconnection and a feeling of not being truly heard. 

This aligns with the broader issue of "ineffective reassurance" found in the data, 

where attempts to comfort can be perceived as dismissive. 

 

Participants also described a sense of alienation from the "normal life" that 

continued around them, creating a discrepancy between their inner world and the 

external environment. This discrepancy fostered a feeling of isolation and a sense 

that others could not comprehend the intensity of their experience. The inability of 

others to truly understand the profound impact of their loss led them to seek out 

individuals who were experiencing similar situations and could relate to their pain 

on a deeper level. 

 

Some participants felt that society, in general, tends to dismiss or minimize grief, 

particularly if it extends beyond a certain timeframe. This societal pressure to "move 

on" can be invalidating, making individuals feel that their grief is not legitimate or 

that they are failing to cope appropriately. This lack of societal understanding 

further propelled individuals to seek out online communities where grief was 

acknowledged, validated, and given space. 

 

These experiences of frustration echo the challenges individuals face in traditional 

grief support settings, where societal expectations and a lack of understanding can 

hinder effective grief processing (Worden, 2018). The online environment, in 

contrast, offers a potential space to counter these challenges. 

❖ Emotional Isolation and the Yearning for Connection 
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The feeling of being unheard often led to profound emotional isolation, 

characterized by a sense of being alone in their grief, even when surrounded by 

people. 

The initial codes reveal a strong sense of feeling isolated, with participants using 

phrases like "loneliness in pain" and "unbearable isolation" to describe their 

emotional state. This isolation was not merely physical; it was a deep emotional 

disconnection from others. 

 

The experience of loneliness was a recurring theme, with participants feeling that 

their grief created a divide between themselves and others, making it difficult to 

connect or communicate effectively. This loneliness was often intensified by the 

feeling that others were unable or unwilling to truly listen and understand. 

 

This feeling of isolation created a desperate need for connection, with participants 

yearning to find others who could relate to their experiences, validate their 

emotions, and offer a sense of belonging. The desire to share their burdens, to be 

truly heard, and to feel less alone in their pain was a driving force behind seeking 

online support. 

 

This emotional isolation aligns with Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory, which 

posits that loss disrupts attachment bonds, leading to feelings of loneliness and a 

need for reconnection. Online support groups can be seen as a modern avenue for 

seeking this reconnection. 

❖ Seeking Authenticity and Unfiltered Expression 

In response to feeling unheard, individuals sought online support groups as a space 

for authentic expression and unfiltered communication. 

 

Participants expressed a need to communicate their grief without pretense or fear 

of judgment, wanting to share their raw emotions, doubts, and struggles without 

feeling the need to censor themselves or conform to societal expectations. This 

aligns with the concept of "unconditional venting" found in the data, highlighting 

the need for a space to express emotions freely. 

 

Online groups were perceived as a sanctuary where authenticity was valued and 

encouraged, with participants feeling they could be their true selves, express their 
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pain openly, and share their experiences without feeling the need to put on a brave 

face or minimize their emotions. 

 

The desire for raw honesty was a key motivator for seeking online support, with 

participants wanting to connect with others who were willing to share their own 

experiences with candor and vulnerability, seeking genuine connection built on 

shared understanding and authentic emotional expression. 

 

This pursuit of authenticity reflects a desire to move beyond the "ineffective 

positivity" and "ineffective reassurance" that participants experienced in their offline 

interactions. Online groups offered a space to counter the "unhelpful platitudes" 

and engage in more genuine and meaningful communication. 

❖ Online Support Groups 

Online support groups provided a stark contrast to the experiences of feeling 

unheard and invalidated in offline settings, offering a space for solace, 

understanding, and connection that profoundly influenced individuals' grief 

processing. 

❖ Emotional Validation and Shared Experience 

A core function of online support groups was to provide emotional validation and a 

sense of shared experience, addressing the feelings of being unheard and 

misunderstood. 

 

Participants consistently emphasized the importance of shared understanding 

within online groups, with the ability to connect with others who had experienced 

similar losses creating a sense of being truly understood, often for the first time since 

their bereavement. Initial codes such as "Haner helped me" and "They understood" 

highlight this direct impact. 

 

Online groups provided a space where a wide range of emotions was validated, with 

participants feeling their feelings were acknowledged as normal and legitimate, 

reducing feelings of self-doubt or shame. The validation extended to the intensity 

and duration of their grief, countering societal pressures to "move on". 

 

The experience of being validated and understood brought immense relief, with 

participants describing feeling a weight lifted, a sense of release from the burden of 
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isolation and misunderstanding. This relief stemmed from the recognition that they 

were not alone in their pain and that their experiences were shared by others. 

 

The validation derived from shared experiences was particularly powerful, with 

participants finding comfort in knowing that others had walked a similar path, faced 

similar challenges, and experienced similar emotions. This shared experience 

created a strong sense of connection and a feeling of belonging. The interview 

schedule reflects this emphasis on emotional validation and shared experience. 

 

These findings align with Yalom's (1975) therapeutic factors of group therapy, 

particularly universality (the feeling of not being alone) and catharsis (the release of 

emotional tension). Online groups appear to effectively provide these therapeutic 

benefits. 

❖ Social Connection and Reduced Isolation 

Online support groups actively countered the emotional isolation experienced by 

participants, fostering social connection and a sense of community. 

 

Participants reported a significant reduction in feelings of loneliness as a result of 

participating in online groups. The constant availability of online support, the ability 

to connect with others at any time, and the ongoing exchange of messages created 

a sense of being connected, even when physically alone. The initial codes 

"Loneliness in pain" and "Unbearable isolation" contrast with this reported 

reduction in loneliness. 

 

Participants described a powerful sense of unspoken connection with other group 

members, a connection that transcended the limitations of online communication, 

creating a feeling of intimacy and understanding that didn't rely solely on words. 

 

The overarching feeling of being supported was a key benefit of online groups, with 

participants feeling they had a safety net, a group of people they could turn to for 

comfort, advice, or simply a listening ear. Online groups fostered a strong sense of 

belonging, with participants feeling they were part of a community, a group of 

people who understood them and accepted them unconditionally. Codes such as 

"A" and "C" may symbolize this acceptance and community. 
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These findings highlight the ability of online groups to foster social connection, 

countering the isolation often experienced in grief. This aligns with research on the 

benefits of social support for mental health and well-being (Cohen & Wills, 1985). 

Emotional Expression and Authenticity 

Online support groups provided a platform for emotional expression and 

authenticity, directly addressing the need for unfiltered communication and 

genuine connection. 

 

Participants felt that online groups helped them to improve their emotional 

expression, with the supportive environment, the absence of judgment, and the 

encouragement to share openly facilitating a greater capacity to articulate their 

feelings. The interview schedule includes questions aimed at exploring this 

improved emotional expression. 

 

The emphasis on authenticity within online groups allowed participants to express 

their grief in a way that felt genuine and true to themselves, without feeling the need 

to conform to societal expectations or present a false front. Codes such as "A" may 

symbolize this authenticity. 

 

Participants valued the raw honesty they encountered in online groups, with the 

willingness of others to share their vulnerabilities and struggles with candor creating 

a space for genuine connection and authentic emotional exchange. 

 

Online groups provided the space for unfiltered expression that participants had 

been seeking, where they could share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences 

without fear of judgment or censorship. Codes such as "C" may represent this 

freedom of expression. 

 

The absence of pretense was a defining characteristic of online support groups, with 

participants feeling they could be themselves, express their pain openly, and 

connect with others on a genuine level, free from the social expectations and facades 

that often characterize offline interactions. 

 

This emphasis on emotional expression and authenticity aligns with humanistic 

approaches to therapy, which prioritize self-expression and genuineness (Rogers, 

1951). Online groups appear to provide a space where these principles can be 

practiced and experienced. 
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❖ The Dynamics of Online Grief Support 

The experience of grief processing through online support groups is a complex 

interplay of benefits and challenges. While these platforms offer unique advantages, 

it's crucial to acknowledge the potential limitations and navigate them effectively. 

 

Online support groups provide a range of benefits that contribute significantly to 

individuals' grief processing, creating a haven of understanding and connection. The 

accessibility of online support groups is a key advantage, with their availability 24/7 

allowing individuals to seek support whenever they need it, regardless of their 

location or time constraints. This constant availability is particularly crucial for 

those who experience grief in unpredictable waves or who have difficulty leaving 

their homes. The interview schedule indirectly addresses this through questions 

about the helpfulness of the group. The anonymity offered by online platforms can 

encourage individuals to express their emotions more freely, without fear of 

judgment or stigma. This is particularly beneficial for those dealing with sensitive 

or stigmatized losses. 

 

Participants find comfort in sharing their stories and connecting with others who 

have similar experiences, with this shared narrative creating a sense of community 

and helping individuals feel less alone in their grief. The relief that comes from 

sharing experiences with others who understand is a significant benefit, with 

participants feeling validated, understood, and less burdened by their grief when 

they connect with others who have walked a similar path. The process of sharing 

experiences and reflecting on the experiences of others provides valuable insights 

and perspectives, with participants able to learn from each other, gain new coping 

strategies, and develop a deeper understanding of their own grief journey. 

 

Online groups typically foster a culture of non-judgmental acceptance, with 

participants feeling they can express their emotions without fear of criticism or 

dismissal. This acceptance is crucial for creating a safe and supportive environment. 

The absence of judgment allows participants to be themselves and express their grief 

authentically. The act of being listened to without judgment is a powerful form of 
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support. Online groups provide a space for unconditional venting, allowing 

participants to release their emotions without feeling the need to censor themselves 

or worry about the impact on others. 

 

Online groups typically lack the pressure to conform or "move on" that individuals 

may experience in their offline lives, with participants able to grieve at their own 

pace, without feeling rushed or judged. The absence of expectations allows 

participants to engage with the group in a way that feels comfortable and natural. 

Participants can choose to participate as much or as little as they feel comfortable, 

without pressure to share or engage if they are not feeling up to it. Participants are 

not obligated to attend meetings, respond to messages, or provide support to others, 

and can engage with the group on their own terms, without feeling a sense of duty 

or obligation. These benefits highlight the potential of online support groups to 

provide accessible, validating, and empowering spaces for individuals navigating 

grief. 

 

Support Group Limitations 

 

While online support groups offer numerous benefits, it's essential to acknowledge 

their limitations and potential challenges. 

 

The reliance on technology for online support can create limitations, with 

individuals without access to the internet or those who lack technological skills 

potentially excluded. Technical difficulties, such as internet outages or platform 

malfunctions, can disrupt communication and create frustration. This aligns with 

the concept of "tech limitations" found in the data. While technology enables 

connection, it can also create a sense of distance. The lack of physical presence can 

make it difficult to build deep emotional bonds and may lead to misunderstandings 

or misinterpretations. 

 

The absence of face-to-face interaction is a significant limitation of online support 

groups. Nonverbal cues, such as body language and facial expressions, are lost in 

online communication, which can hinder the development of empathy and 

understanding. The lack of physical touch, such as hugs or hand-holding, can be a 

significant drawback, as physical comfort can be a powerful source of support during 

grief, and its absence in online interactions can be felt deeply. The feeling of 

"presence" can be more challenging to establish online, and it may be difficult to 
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convey genuine empathy and support without the nuances of face-to-face 

interaction. 

 

The online environment can create a sense of distance, both physically and 

emotionally. This distance can make it challenging to build strong relationships and 

may lead to a feeling of detachment. Participants may experience a sense of 

emotional distance, even when actively engaging with the group, and online 

communication can sometimes feel impersonal, lacking the warmth and intimacy 

of face-to-face interaction. This can be a significant drawback for individuals who 

crave close emotional connection. 

 

Building meaningful relationships can be more challenging in a virtual setting. It 

takes time and effort to develop trust and rapport online, and some individuals may 

find it difficult to connect on a deep level. Online connections can sometimes feel 

transient, lacking the stability and longevity of offline relationships, and participants 

may worry about the permanence of their online connections and the potential for 

these connections to fade away. 

 

The pressure to maintain a positive outlook or offer cheerful encouragement can be 

unhelpful and invalidating. Participants may feel that their negative emotions are 

being dismissed or that they are not being given space to grieve authentically. Well-

meaning attempts to reassure or offer platitudes can be ineffective and even 

harmful. Platitudes can be particularly unhelpful and invalidating, and participants 

may feel that their grief is being trivialized or that others do not understand the 

depth of their pain. 

 

Exposure to the grief of others can be emotionally challenging. Participants may 

experience vicarious grief or feel overwhelmed by the intensity of the emotions 

expressed in the group. The constant exposure to grief narratives and emotional 

expressions can lead to emotional overload. There is a risk of becoming emotionally 

overwhelmed by participating in online support groups, and it is important for 

participants to set boundaries and take breaks when needed. 

 

Summary 

 

The research explores how individuals experience and utilize online support groups 

in their grief journey. It reveals that feelings of being unheard or invalidated in 
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offline settings often drive individuals to seek the authentic expression and 

understanding they find in online communities. These platforms offer a stark 

contrast to offline experiences, providing emotional validation, fostering social 

connection, and enabling authentic emotional expression. While online support 

groups offer numerous benefits such as accessibility and anonymity, it is essential 

to acknowledge their limitations, including potential challenges with technology, 

online communication, and emotional well-being. Key findings include: 

• The research explores the lived experiences of individuals engaging with 

online support groups during their grief journey. 

• It aims to understand how individuals perceive and interpret the influence 

of online support groups on their emotional and social well-being during 

grief. 

• The research investigates the subjective meaning individuals assign to their 

participation in online grief-support communities. 

• The experience of feeling unheard, misunderstood, or invalidated by 

individuals in offline social networks is a significant catalyst for seeking 

support within online grief communities. 

• Participants expressed frustration with the lack of understanding and 

invalidation they encountered from those around them, including 

frustration with platitudes, alienation from "normal life," and societal 

dismissal of grief. 

• This led to profound emotional isolation and a yearning for connection, 

characterized by feelings of being isolated, loneliness in grief, and a 

desperate need for connection. 

• Individuals sought online support groups as a space for authentic 

expression and unfiltered communication, driven by a need for unfiltered 

expression, the perception of online groups as an authenticity sanctuary, 

and a desire for raw honesty. 

• Online support groups provided a stark contrast to the experiences of 

feeling unheard and invalidated in offline settings. 

• A core function of online support groups was to provide emotional 

validation and a sense of shared experience. 

• Participants emphasized the importance of shared understanding, the 

validation of feelings, the relief experienced through understanding, and 

the transformative power of shared experience validation. 
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• Online support groups actively countered the emotional isolation 

experienced by participants. 

 

• Participants reported a significant reduction in feelings of loneliness, 

experienced a powerful sense of unspoken connection, felt supported, and 

developed a strong sense of belonging. 

• Online support groups provided a platform for emotional expression and 

authenticity. 

• Participants experienced improved emotional expression, embraced 

authenticity, valued raw honesty, found a space for unfiltered expression, 

and appreciated the pretense-free space of online groups. 

• Online support groups provide a range of benefits that contribute 

significantly to individuals' grief processing. 

• Key benefits include accessibility (24/7 access, accessibility advantage), 

anonymity, comfort in shared stories, relief through shared experience, 

shared experience reflection, non-judgmental acceptance (non-judgmental 

space, non-judgmental listening), unconditional venting, lack of pressure, 

freedom from expectations, lack of pressure to participate, and freedom 

from obligation. 

• While online support groups offer numerous benefits, it's essential to 

acknowledge their limitations and potential challenges. 

Limitations include internet limitations, tech limitations, challenges of tech-

enabled connection, lack of physical presence, absence of physical connection, lack 

of presence, online distance (online distance feeling), impersonal communication, 

difficulty building relationships, transient connections, ineffective positivity, 

ineffective reassurance, unhelpful platitudes, distressing content, emotional 

overload (emotional overwhelm risk, emotional burden, post-session emotional 

burden, emotional absorption), vicarious grief, comparative grief (comparative grief 

struggle, comparative guilt), and inconsistency challenge. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, this research provides a comprehensive exploration of the intricate 

role that online support groups fulfill in the multifaceted journey of grief. The 

findings underscore the profound significance of these virtual communities, 
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particularly for individuals who find themselves grappling with feelings of being 

unheard, misunderstood, or invalidated within their offline social networks. These 

platforms emerge as powerful alternatives, offering a unique and invaluable space 

where individuals can experience emotional validation, connect through shared 

experiences, and engage in authentic self-expression, all of which are fundamental 

to the healing process. Online groups demonstrate a remarkable capacity to 

effectively counter the pervasive sense of emotional isolation that often 

accompanies grief, fostering social connection, building bridges of empathy, and 

cultivating a strong sense of community and belonging. Furthermore, these digital 

spaces facilitate improved emotional expression, empowering individuals to 

articulate their grief in ways that feel genuine and true to themselves, fostering a 

sense of liberation and self-discovery. 

 

While the benefits of online support groups are substantial and far-reaching, this 

research also emphasizes the importance of acknowledging and carefully 

considering their inherent limitations. These limitations include the challenges 

posed by technological access and digital literacy, the potential for a sense of 

distance or detachment in tech-enabled connections, the limitations of the absence 

of physical presence and the lack of nonverbal cues, and the potential for impersonal 

communication to hinder the development of deep emotional bonds. Additionally, 

the difficulties in building meaningful relationships online, the transient nature of 

some virtual connections, the pitfalls of ineffective positivity and reassurance, and 

the potential for emotional overload or vicarious grief all warrant careful attention. 

Ultimately, a nuanced understanding of both the empowering benefits and the 

inherent limitations of online grief support is of paramount importance. This 

understanding is not only essential for individuals who are actively seeking support 

as they navigate the complex terrain of their grief journeys, but also for practitioners, 

counselors, and mental health professionals who aim to provide informed guidance 

and effective assistance to those in need. By acknowledging both the strengths and 

weaknesses of online support groups, we can work towards optimizing their use, 

promoting more effective grief processing, and ensuring that individuals receive the 

most appropriate and beneficial support as they navigate the profound and deeply 

personal experience of loss in the digital age. 

 

Implications and Limitations 

❖ Implications 
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• Findings highlight the importance of online support groups in providing 

emotional validation, reducing isolation, and facilitating authentic 

expression for grieving individuals. 

• The research underscores the need for mental health professionals to 

recognize and understand the role of online support groups in 

contemporary grief processing. 

• The study suggests that online platforms can be valuable tools for 

individuals who feel unheard or unsupported in traditional offline settings. 

• The findings emphasize the potential of online groups to offer accessible 

and continuous support, particularly for those with limited access to 

traditional resources or those experiencing stigmatized grief. 

• Research indicates that online support groups can complement traditional 

forms of grief therapy, offering a sense of community and shared experience 

that may be difficult to replicate in individual counseling. 

• The study contributes to a deeper understanding of how technology shapes 

the experience of grief and highlights the need for further exploration of 

digital platforms in mental health support. 

 

❖ Limitations 

• The study's reliance on self-report data may introduce potential biases in 

participants' responses. 

• Findings may not be generalizable to individuals who do not have access to 

technology or who lack digital literacy. 

• The research acknowledges the limitations of online communication, such 

as the absence of nonverbal cues and the potential for misunderstandings. 

• The study recognizes the potential for emotional overload and vicarious 

grief in online support groups. 

• The research highlights the challenge of building deep emotional bonds and 

the potential for transient connections in online settings. 

• The study notes the variability in support and engagement within online 

groups and the potential for inconsistency in the support experience. 
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