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Abstract

The shift from the detachment model of mourning to the continuing bonds paradigm in
bereavement placed relationships to the deceased alongside relationships to the living.
This emphasis on the continuation of the connection to the other person after death
paradoxically narrowed the gap between relationships in life and after death. We
explore and expand the concept of continuing bonds as it is now used in the field of loss
and bereavement by comparing spousal relationships in the living, deceased and di-
vorced. The Two-Track Model of Loss and Bereavement is a framework and clinical
paradigm that clarifies similarities and differences in these three pair-bond

'International Laboratory for the Study of Loss, Bereavement and Human Resilience, School of Psychological
Sciences, University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel

2Department of Psychology, Max Stern Yezreel Valley College, Jezreel Valley, Israel

3Department of Psychology and Department of Behavioral Sciences, Kinneret Academic College and
International Laboratory for the Study of Loss, Bereavement and Human Resilience and the School of
Psychological Sciences, University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel

“School of Behavioral Sciences, The Academic College to Tel Aviv — Yaffo, Tel Aviv, Israel

All authors contributed equally to this work.

Corresponding Author:

Simon Shimshon Rubin, International Laboratory for the Study of Bereavement, Loss and Human Resilience,
School of Psychological Sciences, University of Haifa, Haifa 310 3301, Israel and Department of Psychology,
Max Stern Yezreel Valley College, Jezreel Valley Israel.

Email: rubin@psy.haifa.ac.il


https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/00302228241226471
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ome
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8410-9430
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4977-1116
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9780-3974
mailto:rubin@psy.haifa.ac.il
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00302228241226471&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-01-16

2 OMEGA—/ournal of Death and Dying 0(0)

relationships. The focus on continuing bonds adds and deepens theory, clinical and
research aspects of assessing spousal relationship for the living as well as the bereaved
and divorced.

Keywords
attachment, bereavement, continuing bonds, divorce, marriage, loss, Two-Track Model
of Bereavement

The shift from the detachment model of grief and mourning to the continuing bonds
model in bereavement placed relationships to the deceased alongside relationships to
the living. This was accomplished by bringing clinical and empirical data that dem-
onstrated that in death as in life, the involvement and dynamic nature of the kinship
bond remains active and significant (Klass et al., 1996; Klass & Steffen, 2018; Rubin,
1981, 1999). The emphasis on the continuation of the connection to the other person
after death narrowed the gap between relationships in life and after death. This per-
spective prioritized looking from within the individual at the continuation of close
relationships as they are experienced and remembered, rather than focusing on the
ongoing interactions and shared life experiences that continue to accrue. The shift from
detachment to ongoing connections to the deceased served to paradoxically deflect
attention from the similarities and differences of these relationships and the potential
implications for theoretical, research and clinical purposes.

The aim of the present article is to explore and expand the concept of continuing
bonds as it is now used in the field of loss and bereavement and to compare and contrast
it to bonds with the living. We will begin with a brief consideration of the formation and
representation of bonds between individual before turning to focus upon the pair-bond
spousal relationship. Next we to turn to examine the continuing bonds paradigm more
fully and its centrality to the field of bereavement. To more fully illustrate the concepts
involved in the formation, maintenance, and radical realignment of relationships, we
introduce cases under three conditions of the pair-bond relationships.

The currently married, widow, and divorced couple are shown to have different
trajectories although the parameters of relationship involved share a number of
characteristics related to the continuing bonds framework. We then offer a theo-
retical framework and clinical paradigm for assessing pair-bond relationships by
turning to the Two-Track Model of Loss and Bereavement (Rubin, 1981, 1999;
Rubin et al., 2020). This allows for the examination and comparisons of these three
relationships — to the living, the deceased and the divorced — with an eye to ex-
plaining how the continuing bonds concept is enriched by these comparisons. We
conclude by summarizing how a focus on the nature of the continuing bonds can add
and deepen clinical aspects of assessing spousal relationship for the living as well as
the bereaved and divorced.
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“The Name is Bonds, Continuing Bonds’’: Mapping out the Self
and the Self In Relationship to Spouse

In the interpersonal realm, mental representations of highly significant other persons are
the product of what is encountered and learned experientially, emotionally and cog-
nitively (Blatt, 1997; Mikulincer, 1995; Sadeh et al., 1993). The significance of re-
lationships with family members such as parents, siblings, partners and children have
implications for the development of the self as an individual as well as a socially and
interpersonally connected person. Relationships with persons who serve as attachment
figures are from the perspective of the self, a class of interpersonal connections that are
themselves multilayered (Bowlby, 1969-1980). Significant attachment relationships
meet one or more of the following characteristics: a) they serve or have served critical
instrumental and caretaking functions of importance to the individual; b) they are or
have been important for their emotional meanings; c) the history of interactional and
emotional experiences coalesced to form mental representations that are robust though
not necessarily consciously appreciated; d) these representations are not dependent on
continuing interactions and may not be currently active.

The relationship to the significant other may be current or only historical, the affect
encountered surrounding the schema of the other and the relationship may be powerful
or mild, predominantly positive, negative, or ambivalent. For our most significant
attachment relationships, the sense of connection, identification with the other, and
relaxation of the boundary between the self and the other is organized as a repre-
sentation of an amalgam of self and other. When it comes to the pair bond and spousal
relationship, this kind of amalgam is present. At the same time, the representations of
self and other are also organized as representations of two distinct individuals
(Courtney & Meyer, 2019).

The continuing bonds for pair-bond and spousal relationships that are ongoing are
both similar and different than relationships where one of the partners has died. The
focus on spousal relationship has a number of characteristics that make it a par-
ticularly good candidate for understanding attachment and loss with the contrasts and
comparisons of self and other in life and after death. Among them: a) Generally, the
bond develops after childhood and adolescence, thereby assuring that the relationship
is between two relatively mature individuals who form a pair unit or dyad, while
maintaining a well-established schema and readily identified individual monadic
selves. On the one hand, the boundaries of each of the partners encompass physical
and psychologically distinct personalities. Yet on the other hand, in addition to the
schema representing distinct self and distinct other, there is also a schema of the joint
unit. b) The mental representations, i.e., of self and other and of the dyad, are
contained within each of the two persons. As both individuals and their partner in the
dyadic relationship evolve and change over time, one can assess both continuity and
discontinuity in these relationships. Mental representations or schemas refers to the
mental maps, the matrices of memories and emotions, associated with the self, the
partner, and the dyad (Parvan, 2017; Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). Mental
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representations can be thinly or thickly constructed, with individual memories and
summary hierarchies that reflect the cognitive and emotional organization of self,
other and dyadic relationship (Aron et al., 1991).

In lived experience, the spousal relationship typically combines elements of re-
peated interpersonal interaction across a broad range of life tasks and challenges that
have neurobiological, cognitive-emotional, and historical correlates within each of the
partners (Zayas et al., 2015). The pair-bond relationship interweaves some or all of
these: mutual responsibility, romantic love, physical intimacy, having and raising
children, reciprocal caregiving, financial cooperation and much more that serve to
create and develop the dyad as a unit coexisting alongside the schema of self. When
functioning most adaptively, the individual partners have their own individual identity
that they bring to the relationship, as well as their dyadic identity which develops in the
relationship (Zayas et al., 2015).

When the partners are married and living together, the degree of physical interaction
and time spent together is generally reasonably high. Of course, over the course of the
relationship, there are ebbs and flows in the intensity of the interactions as well as in the
meanings of the relationship, but for most people who remain married, the marital dyad
is part of their deep personal identity. It is important to differentiate between the mental
representations of self, the partner, and the marital dyad on the one hand, and the
behavioral interactions which accompany so much of the experience of self, other and
marital unit on the other hand (Field & Friedrichs, 2004).

Bereavement and Continuing Bonds

Bereavement and loss are life situations that have far reaching implications for the
individual and the family. Grief and mourning for the bereaved are interwoven with
coping and the mobilization of resources to manage the challenges that losses bring
with them. In its most instrumental and reductionist analysis, a significant portion of the
tasks faced by the bereaved are similar to those of all major life changing situations.
They include the ability to function and live with physical and emotional health, to
maintain connections with oneself and significant others, and to manage the small and
large challenges of life adaptively. For most or all of these life tasks, we have formal
measures and intuitive judgements to help us assess degrees of success in the pro-
gression towards these goals. The uniquely interpersonal aspect of bereavement,
however, is intimately tied to the attachment bond and history of connection to the now
deceased individual (Bowlby, 1969; Kosminsky & Jordan, 2024). The triggering event
of death opens the door to the grief and mourning processes that occur in response to the
loss of the real life connection with a significant person. At the same time that re-
sponding to the loss of the living person begins, the grief and mourning also reflect the
challenges to the psychological meanings and connections of the relationship and how
these play out after death (Doka, 2002; Neimeyer, 2001). Grief and mourning are not
only the response to the loss of the other insofar as they reflect the focus on the tragedy
of a life extinguished.
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Grief and mourning are also about the loss of a part of what had been important to the
bereaved, and which will no longer be available. For the most significant relationships,
it is also the loss of a part of the self and the interconnections with the lost person and the
experiences bound up in connection between the two. The renegotiation and re-
configuration of the perception of the now deceased person, and the creation and
rebalancing of the connections to them, are a major challenge for the bereaved fol-
lowing the death of a loved one. Mourning is almost always about this double loss, the
ending of the life of a unique individual, and the loss of something important to
the griever in their own mix of instrumental and psychological meanings attached to the
relationship that are ultimately of significance to the self.

It may seem counterintuitive to locate a discussion of the bonds between persons in
life and after death by expanding a consideration of these bonds after loss and death.
Certainly, the bonds were formed when both persons were alive. We do so for at least
three reasons. First, the field of bereavement was heavily influenced by Freud’s (1917)
portrayal of grief and mourning as the process of withdrawing emotional investment
(libidinal cathexis in the original) from the relationship to the deceased so as to ef-
fectively free up the bereaved to form and invest in new relationships. In his treatment
of bereavement in the article “mourning and melancholia”, the article was focused on
the dissolution rather than the formation of these bonds. The dominance of this
perspective, often termed the detachment model of grief, emphasized the “acceptance
of reality” and the need to end the emotional connection to the other and the
relationship. The wide acceptance of this view transcended divisions of theory and
clinical practice. The adoption of the detachment worldview as the paradigm for
adaptive grieving effectively pathologized ongoing emotional connections to the
memory of the deceased and ongoing emotional investment and continued grief and
mourning focused on the relationship to the deceased.

Second, the publication of Klass et al.’s (1996) highly influential book titled
“Continuing Bonds: New Theory of Grief” brought together a group of researchers and
clinicians was a milestone in the field. The volume effectively knit theory and empirical
data to underscore that bonds were generally not severed, but rather, were repurposed so
as to permit the connection with the deceased to be maintained across the life cycle.
This perspective accomplished a conceptual revolution in the field and effectively
shifted the default position around adaptive grief such that the relationship to the
deceased is understood as typically continuing after death without an end point. The
shift from the detachment model of grief and mourning to the continuing bonds model
placed relationships to the deceased alongside relationships to the living in important
ways. As this perspective gained traction, grief and mourning were no longer seen
primarily as the processes by which individuals adapted to the death of significant
persons and the reality of their demise by emotionally separating from them and
“moving on.” The cognitive and emotional acceptance of the real life consequences of
these losses was now seen as only part of the process where the bereaved came to
integrate the impact of the loss and adjust to a world without the deceased while
maintaining an emotional connection to him or her. With the acceptance of the
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continuing bonds view of bereavement, the significance and the ubiquitous-ness of
ongoing attachment bonds to the most significant relationships from within the be-
reaved after the death of the loved figure has become the current paradigm for con-
ceptualizing the processes and foci of interpersonal bereavement.

The concept of continuing bonds brings the relationship between the living and the
deceased as well as the living and the living into closer alignment. This is because the
memories, mental representations and emotional connections to the deceased remain
viable and accessible after death, in many of the same ways that connections with the
living are present cognitively and emotionally. The resemblance between one’s con-
nections to significant persons who are living and those who are dead need not be identical
for them to be sufficiently similar to allow for comparisons in clinical and research
examination (e.g., Bar-Nadav & Rubin, 2016; Rubin et al., 2008; Yehene et al., 2021).

Thirdly, for most clinicians as well as those engaged in theory and research about
relationships, there is an appreciation that interpersonal relationships are dynamic,
ongoing and in need of specification and multifactorial consideration. This is reflected
in approaches emphasizing the schema that are constructed about the other person, the
internal working model (IWM) of self and other, and systems analyses that look at
combinatory units such as dyads, triads, and other family units that structure and
organize the interrelationships of the individuals in a matrix with significant others in a
family from within (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000; Zayas et al., 2015). The focus on
couples pays attention to the establishment of mental representations as schemas that
reflect the interweaving of the couple unit as cognitive-emotion representations that
also overlap with that of the individual self as well as that of the spousal other —as they
are represented and organized within the individual. We believe distinguishing self,
spouse and the amalgam of self and spouse is valuable.

Notwithstanding the similarities between emotional ongoing connections to the
deceased spouse whose representation lives on within the bereaved and the connection
to a living spouse whose representation is also contained within the partner, there are
differences that are highly important and require additional clarification. To better
understand and clarify how these ongoing relationships, with the living and the no-
longer living, are operant, we consider areas of convergence as well as divergence. And
certainly, when we bring in a life cycle perspective, examining of the ongoing trajectory
of these relationships to the living and the dead, over the months, years and decades
invite further analyses and specification (Yehene et al., 2021a, 2021b).

When behavioral interactions between the couple continue, but the mental repre-
sentation of the partner and the marital dyad become progressively and predominantly
negative, we recognize the potential threat to the self, the perception of the other, and
to the marital dyad. Each of these representations are susceptible to a shifting re-
evaluation, and this evaluation may bring with it negative appraisal, a sense of failure
and pessimism, and thoughts regarding potential avenues for responding to the negative
appraisal. Descriptively speaking, one may experience changes in the representations
of self, partner, and/or dyad, without any noticeable behavioral shifts. Other situations
may produce changes in behaviors, but without any noticeable shifts in the
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representational model of the other. Among the most pronounced changes in repre-
sentational experience of the self in relationship to the spouse are the conditions that
result in the dissolution of the pair-bond in situations of divorce. The case of divorced
partners help elucidate the parameters most relevant in loss. In divorce, both the pre-
loss bond and the post-separation schema and bond are important to specify. These
clarify the nature of the current (post — divorce) bond emotionally and behaviorally. The
narrative of the relationship will combine elements of the earlier phases of the rela-
tionship as well as the revised version. The behaviors, feelings and schema changes
typically contain earlier aspects of the schema of the other and the relationship before
the decision to divorce fully matured, as well as the revisions that followed that
“decision”. In situations of loss due to divorce, the nature of the relationship and the
schema involved are driven by how the partner and the relationship to the partner are
experienced in the present as well as in the past.

Comparing Three Variations of Spousal Relations

In this section, we focus on the similarities and differences between the bereaved and
the non-bereaved with regard to their spousal relationships. A critical factor to keep in
mind here is that when partners continuing bonds take place within an ongoing
committed relationship, both will be contributing to emotional and behavioral inter-
actions that continue to impact the relationship. This contrasts with the situation in
which a spouse has died (Yehene, Manevich, & Rubin, 2021). The addition of the third
comparison group, divorced partners', allows us to introduce the configuration of
highly significant relationships that have been transformed and often, but not always,
limited or ended.

In divorce, the partners themselves are alive and the full complement of cognitive
elements in which the encoding of the full range of memories and working models of
the partner over time, together with their emotional valences, are accessible to each of
the partners. For the divorced (who are not tightly linked by children or finances), the
shared elements of the past are typically no longer supplemented by interactions rooted
in the relationship in the present and the anticipated future. For the divorced and the
bereaved, the sense of the shared may continue weakly or strongly, but the balance
between psychological preoccupation with the spouse and their presence in the present
and future are overwhelmingly determined by the psychological representations rather
than behavioral interactions. Depending on the ways the history of the relationship is
processed and integrated into the life narrative of the divorced and the bereaved, and
depending on the sense of dyadic continuity or discontinuity, we can speak of the
valence of the continuing bonds in these relationships.

In contrast to divorce, however, death of the partner contributes to fundamental
transformations in the representational model and experience of the other. This ef-
fectively changes the pair-bond dyadic representations and the experience of the re-
lationship which was not dissolved during the life of the partner. It is now changed but
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also continues in many ways. In order to make the issues we are discussing more
accessible, we set forth three case vignettes to illustrate these points.

Bereavement: Carol was bereaved of her husband Joseph 2 years ago. Married for over
25 years, she found solace in thinking of him and remembering their good times together.
Her routine remained unchanged and she continued with her work, her ceramics classes
and her role as a grade school teacher. She described her relationship with Joseph in the
present as very similar to what it had been when Joeseph was alive. But instead of talking
with a living person outside herself, she found herself talking to him in some liminal
location where he was there for her and felt close. “Sometimes I hear his voice in my head
offering suggestions or chiding me for things in ways just like what he did when he was
alive. [ am in touch with my version of Joe that appears from within me.”

An Ongoing Marriage: Gerry and Kay had been married for over 20 years. Despite the
pressures of job and childrearing, they found the time to talk together and keep each other
abreast of what was going on for each of them. They felt they shared emotional as well as
physical intimacy. Even when they did not have time to update or consult with each other,
both felt they “knew’ how the other would respond or advise in multiple situations, so that
the barriers to communication such as when Kay travelled overseas for work did not
silence “Gerry’s inner voice and steady presence”. Gerry described Kay as the best thing
that ever happened to him, and she was never far from his thoughts. Whenever he missed
her, he would look at his wedding ring and feel that their two rings connected them across
any physical barrier or distance.

Divorce: Judy and Don were living together and later married for almost two decades
close to 20 years in what they and their friends and families considered a loving and mutual
relationship. Shortly after their 18" wedding anniversary, Don informed Judy that he was
satisfied with their years together, but it was time for him to “move on” and reconsider
what was important to him. Judy was blindsided by this but accepted this “turn of fate.” A
non-contested divorce divided the assets equally between them. In place of the frequent
thoughts and communication with Judy during their years of marriage, Don was surprised
at how infrequently he thought about her or their years together. That part of his life had
been important to him, but it and Judy felt almost as distant to him as his own childhood
and adolescence were to him at this point in his life. Judy alternated between feelings of
cold anger at Don’s easy dissolution of their marriage and a sense of having lost her
moorings and best friend. Even when she managed not to think of Don during the day, she
found herself encountering reminders of him and their relationship in multiple places.
Although some two and a half years had passed, Judy felt that it was just yesterday that
Don announced his wish to end the marriage.

The three couples above differ in many ways, but they all share being or having been
in a significant couple or marital relationship over the course of years. They have spent
considerable portions of their adult lives with each other, have bonded, and have had
meaningful connections. Metaphorically speaking, one can depict the individual
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“atoms” as also part of the pair bond “molecule”. The individual, other and spousal
dyad internal working models that are the mental representations of these components
contain a trove of memories, cognitions, and emotions that exist within each individual.

We now turn to some of the questions that follow from the comparison of these three
cases. These include: a) To what extent and in what ways might the self/individual’s
relationships to a living partner in an ongoing dynamic relationship differ and resemble
the individual’s relationships to a deceased or divorced partner?; b) What sorts of
continuity and what types of change do we envision for the self in relationships with the
living, the deceased, and the divorced?; c) What elements of the relationship vis a vis
the deceased remain unchanged, what does change, and what remains viable after the
death, and what types of change might we envision over time?; d) How do these
resemble and differ from the relationship vis a vis a living divorced partner?; e) And
how do the bereaved and divorced resemble and differ from the ongoing marital
relationship that continues to mature and develop over time as well. These questions
and our responses to them, can assist in deepening our understanding of the continuum
of pair-bond relationships in life and after separation and death.

Ultimately, from a continuing bonds perspective on the pair-bond relationship,
comparing and contrasting the living, deceased and divorced should be reflected in a
framework suitable for all of these cases of the spousal relationship. At either pole are
ongoing living relationships on the one hand, and relationships where death has taken
one of the partners on the other. In both cases, the relationship continues. The in-
troduction of a third category of divorced spouses, takes us to territory involving bonds
and ties within the spousal pair that have undergone change and decoupling. In
common with the relationship with the deceased spouse, the relationship to the divorced
spouse is typically located primarily in the past. When death occurs suddenly, it sets in
motion the beginning of a separation-transformation of the relationship. In contrast,
divorce is typically the end product of the separation process and the dissolution of the
couple bond that typically develops over time.

The relationship history and the relationship narrative prior to death or divorce have
both valence and intensity. Valence refers to the positive and negative emotions and
cognitions accompanying aspects of the narrative, while intensity refers to the degree to
which these elements are active and predominant in the lived experience of the in-
dividual. In most situations of divorce, the relationship that is experienced is based
primarily on what was in the past and the changes that accompanied the breakup over
time. In the present, the absence of behavioral interactions effectively sets up a situation
where death and divorce share an absence of interaction while the narrative of the past
becomes the predominant keeper of the way that the relationship is remembered.

We suggest that in ongoing successful spousal relationships of many years, the
representations of the other and the relation is generally positive and the intensity low.
This is in contrast to the phase of the establishment of these relationships, the courtship
and accompanying affiliative and sexual bonding, where intensity is typically very
high. With the progression of time, the security of the relationship becomes dominant
and the positivity is a given and is bound up with security. The threefold mix, comprised
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of representations of self, self and spouse, and spouse as other continue to evolve, but in
the absence of major crises, do not typically undergo dramatic change.

In cases of spousal death, however, the death is a major assault on the relationship in
the present and future, although it does influence the perception of the past as well. The
intensity is very high, and the generally positive valence is buffeted by the turbulence
accompanying the processing of the death. The pre-loss relationship is also activated,
and this matrix of memories, emotions, and representations of the other, of the marital
dyad, and of the self will reflect a mixed valence. Positive memories and feelings of
closeness are now also connected to feelings of longing, and the highly negative
knowledge that one is now alone in what had been a partnership.

With death, the mental representations and understanding of the self, other and the
marital dyad enter a period of turbulence and reorganization. The threefold mix of
representations of the self, the spouse and the dyad are challenged to integrate the
bereaved and grieving self, the grief and mourning due to the death of the spouse as a
separate other person who is no longer alive, and finally, the changes to the marital
dyad. In place of the self and spouse together in life, forging a different connection to
the inner companionship built upon the memories and experiences of the past, the
ability to hold onto closeness in the present and to leave a place for this to continue in
the future. The grief and mourning processes reflect the heightened valence and
turbocharged intensity, primacy and predominance of the connection to the schema
representations we have been discussing. The feelings that are aroused are often el-
evated during the acute phases of the grief response.

In divorce, the past pre-rupture relationship may be relatively unchanged with a
narrative and representations of self, spouse and dyad that reflects the nature of the
relationship as it was. For many divorcing couples, of course, the earlier history,
memories, feelings and representations of self, other and the dyad undergo a reworking
that may bear no resemblance to what would have been encountered had the couple
been interviewed then. Post-rupture and divorce, the revised and amended history
rework the mental representations and working models of self, spouse and marital dyad.
The new history of the pre-rupture relationship may include any number of additions
and revisions of the story of the relationship and the people in it.

In situations of prolonged, traumatic or complicated grief, these features often
remain elevated as well. During the processes of grief and mourning, the experience of
the self as consistent and familiar may be lost, and at the same time, the homeostasis
characterizing the domain of biopsychosocial functioning is often disordered for a
period of time. The preoccupation with the spouse and the connections to him or her are
elevated with the result that the memoires and representations of the deceased and the
emotions attached to them are powerful and predominant. The same is true of the joint
amalgam of the marital dyad. The extent to which the self, the amalgam of self and
spouse, and the connection to the spouse as a valued and yearned for other are ever
present in the experience of the bereaved across the life cycle varies greatly, but all three
of these domains are typically “in play” during the initial phases of grief and mourning.
Not surprisingly, much of this description is often true to an extent in cases of divorce as
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well. Whereas in divorce, there are typically many opportunities for having begun the
process of separation and schema modification during the estrangement process,
nonetheless, the changes impact self, other and dyadic amalgam as the separation
progresses.

We turn now to the Two-Track Model of Loss and Bereavement (TTMB) as a
conceptual model and clinical framework for assessment of the partners in the spousal
relationship (Rubin, 1999; Rubin et al., 2020)

The Two-Track Model: Focus on Biopsychosocial Function and
Continuing Bonds

When a spouse dies, it is the centrality of the relational bond to the deceased that sets the
grief and mourning in motion. The response to interpersonal loss occurs because of the
bond with the deceased, with grief impacting the individual in multiple areas. The
impact of bereavement is a major stressor with potential to dramatically impact the
biological, psychological and social functioning of the bereaved in the short and long
run. The need for a parallel focus on functioning and adaptation throughout the course
of grief and mourning together with a focus on the nature and accessibility of the bond
and relationship to the deceased give a comprehensive view of response to loss over
time. While this bifocal perspective was initially proposed as a result of research on
bereaved mothers (Rubin, 1981), the evolution of this model continued for over four
decades (e.g., Rubin, 1985, 1999; Rubin et al., 2022). The marshalling of empirical data
looking at both biopsychosocial functioning as the first domain or track of the model,
and the nature of the continuing bond or relationship to the deceased as the second
domain or track of the model are core features of the model. Empirical studies of
bereaved parents, siblings and spouses using a non-bereaved comparison group ex-
amine both biopsychosocial functioning as well as the relationship to the significant
family member. Comparing the relationship to the deceased with the relationship to the
living shed important light on the similarities and differences present (e.g., Bar-Nadav
& Rubin, 2016; Manevich et al.,, 2023; Yehene, Brezner, et al., 2021; Yehene,
Manevich, & Rubin, 2021). The degree of investment and preoccupation with the
other is an important parameter of the nature of both grieving for the deceased as well as
connections in ongoing relationships.

It is a consistent feature of bereavement assessment in the clinical realm that there is
a concern with areas of dysfunction in the biopsychosocial sphere together with a
linkage to the death of the relative and the response linked to the relationship (DSM-5,
ICD-11, Rubin et al., 2008, 2020).

Research and clinical assessment with the TTMB has specified a variety of cate-
gories that merit evaluation in assessing response to the death of another over time.
Whether for the domain of Track I’s Biopsychosocial Functioning or considering Track
II’s Ongoing Relationship with the Deceased and Death Story, the underlying paradigm
is suited for evaluating responses of the individual within each of the categories of
married, bereaved, or divorced. In order to illustrate how this approach helps elucidate
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the continuing bonds of the married, bereaved and divorced, we begin with an un-
derstanding that both tracks are relevant. Track I biopsychosocial functioning, begins
with a focus on difficulties and strengths involving emotions, cognitions, social in-
teractions and self-modulation. For Track II’s relationship, we focus on two elements:
Positive evaluation of the other and the degree of psychological preoccupation/in-
volvementpreoccupation/involvement or intensity of the focus on the relationship with
the other.

The Living, Deceased and Divorced: Assessing the Individual on
Functioning and Relationship with the Two-Track Model (of
Loss and Bereavement)

We turn now to compare the three types of spousal relationships with a view to
conceptual and clinical assessment. Working with the Two-Track Model (TTM), the
leitmotif of the continuing bonds perspective is balanced by the domain of biopsy-
chosocial functioning as well as by attention to additional issues impacting the
relational bond as we will see shortly.

The assessment of the marital couple’s schema of self and other, the history of the
relationship, as well as the nature of the communication and behavioral interactions of
the partners, are important aspects of couple assessment. At the same time, the as-
sessment of each of the individuals independently of their dyadic relationship, is needed
as well. Particularly after death or divorce, the focus on the individuals who were
previously part of a marital dyad, and who are no longer currently in a living and
evolving marital dyad, involve this tripartite examination of self, other and dyadic
relationship. In the tables that follow, we present the three conditions of marital status
for easy comparison.

The bifocal orientation placing Biopsychosocial Functioning (Track I) of the in-
dividual as one domain of the evaluation framework, and the nature of the ongoing
relationship and the continuing bond with the partner (Track II) as the other. For the
present we assess both Intensity/Prevalence of Involvement with the relationship to the
other, and also the positive and negative valences associated with the other.

Table 1 compares the three cases of differing marital bonds. The Track I focus on
biopsychosocial functioning is a perspective that takes into account areas and degrees
of adaptive and less adaptive functioning of the individual in each of the marital
situations. Turning to Track II, the first component examines the story of the death
which is not applicable for currently married persons. Divorce, on the other hand, is
similar to bereavement in that there is a need to make sense of the unfolding of the
divorce, and to integrate this understanding into current life. Thus in both “separations”,
there is a parallel examination of the narrative surrounding the causes of separation and
the degree to which this narrative is integrated into the life story and marital story of the
bereaved and the divorced. In the case of ongoing marriage, the component of ongoing
behavioral interaction is an important component. This is absent in situations of death.
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Table I. A Comparison of Content Areas for the Married, Divorced and Deceased.

Track | Track Il
Marital
status Present Past Present
Bond formation & Death or Behavioral Valence &
Backstory divorce story interaction predominance

Living \% \% X \% \%
Divorce v \% \% ? \"
Death \ \% \'% X \'

In divorce, however, the possibility of ongoing behavioral interactions needs to be
examined for its contributions to the relationship experience.

For all three marital conditions, the examination of the ways in which the marital
partner is experienced currently as well as in the past is essentially similar. The psy-
chological schema and representations of the other and self in relationship to the other and
the experience of the relationship are significant. The content and structure of the de-
scriptions of the marital partner and the marital dyad allow for the construction of a map of
the mental representations and schema of the partner and dyad in past and present.

The examination and comparison of the marital situations the focus on the distribution of
major features of the relationship across time is bracketed by queries related to the for-
mation and transformation of the relational bond at present. The formation of the rela-
tionship as well as the nature of the death or divorce stories yield a more highly focused
narrative. The story of how the relationship began as well as what “ended” the living
relationship. While in taking a history there is no natural limit to how one might access the
evolution of the relationship at any number of various time points, the more directed
formation and dissolution narratives are themselves particularly rich and meaningful in the
assessment of the emblematic formation of the bond and how it continues.

Based on the comparisons above, the nature of the development and current experience
of the relational bond to the spouse emerges as a major focus of the relationship across all
three marital dyads. As can be seen in the tables, specifying the significant elements of these
bonds in the past, present and anticipated future emphasize the similarities and differences
inherent in the continuing bonds of the various dyads. In this way, the degree to which the
continuing bonds of the three groups overlap as well as diverge, includes connections to
living spouses in intact relationships as well as other relationships following divorce.

Concluding Remarks

The relationship to the spouse is a focus of continuing bonds in life as well as after death
or divorce. Restricting the consideration of continuing bonds to a focus only upon the
relationship to the deceased paradoxically limits the understanding of the processes in



14 OMEGA—/ournal of Death and Dying 0(0)

the formation, maintenance, and transformation of relationships with others. The Two-
Track Model divides the consideration of an individual in relationships has relevance
for theoretical, clinical and research work in the examination of functioning and re-
lationships over time. Cognitive and emotional matrices characterizing the significant
figure and the relationship to them are at the heart of the Track II relationship to the
other axis for both the living and the deceased (Calabrese et al., 2005; Rubin et al.,
2012). A broad assumption that the biopsychosocial indicators of Track I difficulties are
indicators of the status of the grief progression is often assumed, when this need not be
so. Difficulties in the management of grieving the loss and accepting the death of the
loved one often are accompanied by difficulties in functioning.

The challenges of reworking the representations and experience of the self after
interpersonal loss and the challenge of reworking the connection to the representation
of the deceased are aspects of grief that are often interrelated. Nonetheless, one or the
other may take primacy or may proceed adaptively while the other may be problematic.
In divorce, many of these same processes are operant. The nature of the relationship to
the other is clinically relevant, measurable and has major implications for the repre-
sentation of the other under conditions of physical absence (death and divorce) as well
as in a living relationship (Bar-Nadav & Rubin, 2016; Gaitini, 2009; Manevich et al.,
2023; Sadeh et al., 1993; Shechory-Stahl, 2018). Leaving aside the way these rep-
resentations impact biopsychosocial function, elucidating the internal psychological
schemas of self and other and how they are experienced is critical to understanding
interpersonal relationships.

Continuing bonds is a valuable construct that is further enriched by the comparison
of interpersonal relationships that are continuing in life with those that are not con-
tinuing behaviorally. In this article, we used the case of married, divorced and widowed
persons to illustrate our point of view.
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Note

1. And the idea of broken bonds or bonds that do not just “continue on” can be more thoroughly
probed and understood by dint of examining divorce and the varying responses by one or both
partners.
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