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Preface

In recent years, social work education in Mainland, Hong Kong and
Taiwan has developed rapidly in both prevalence and professionalism.
Hong Kong has six university/post-secondary colleges offering a social
work major, Taiwan has 20-30 similar institutes, and Mainland has around
200 social-work programs. Hong Kong alone has more than 10 000 profes-
sional social workers. In light of these developments, social work as a dis-
cipline is both pertinent and relevant to Chinese societies.

Compared to other professional disciplines, however, social work has
a relatively short history. Also, in its current form it is an import to Asia,
based very much on Western values and ideologies. When it comes to prac-
tice, social workers in Chinese societies should integrate ideas and con-
cepts, make sound analyses of the factors and environment, and selectively
use appropriate theories and therapies. The growing indigenization(broadly
defined) of social work knowledge and practice has received much attention
in Chinese societies. In Hong Kong and Taiwan, theoretical and practical
texts on social work in the Chinese context are readily available. However,
given the depth and breadth of the subject matter, these texts are still far
and few between, compared to their Western counterparts. In this respect,
the Mainland/Hong Kong/Taiwan social work field could be considered a
late starter.

The Department of Social Work at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong is committed to preparing our students for the practice of social work
in a variety of social service settings. Our main emphases are developing

students’ critical thinking and championing the causes of the vulnerable and
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poverty-stricken segments of society. In addition, with deepening global-
ization, we have admitted more and more non-local students into our doc-
toral programs.

It is therefore not surprising that, in this book series, we plan to in-
clude a variety of doctoral manuscripts, written by students from Main-
land, Hong Kong, and Taiwan but all linked to the Chinese University of
Hong Kong. The series is called “San Yi Wen Ku” (meaning “social work
in three localities”), and its main goal is to procure relevant studies on so-
cial welfare and social work in Chinese societies. Qur department in past
years has endeavored to promote and support academic exchanges between
scholars from Hong Kong, Mainland and Taiwan. Still, this is just a small
step. We firmly believe that scholars from these places, sharing a common
heritage and yet grounded in different societal contexts, can come up with
sound and mutually beneficial scholarly studies. All these efforts will ulti-
mately contribute to the development of social work education in Chinese
societies,

The present series has three areas of study:

» China’s New Urban Poverty and Wel fare: An Analysis of Social
Exclusion(Peng Hua Min)

» A Study of Bereavement of Elderly Women : The Case of Taiwan
(Lin Chuan Chiu)

» An Analysis of Hong Kong’s Occupational Health and Security
and Its Relations with Political Economy(Chan Kan Kam)

We anticipate that this series will, in the future, carry many more
publications,

The passage of time has brought many changes: we have seen some
ideas and institutions become obsolete and extinct, while other ideas and
institutions have become relevant and widespread. These changes have

meant progress but also challenge for our societies. Developments in com-
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munications and transportation—to name just two of many—have consider-
ably shortened distances between peoples and caused massive social chan-
ges. Current challenges, such as racial conflicts, new species of illness,
and energy and environmental problems, have affected all societies. For
Hong Kong, Mainland and Taiwan, these social changes have taken place
in the wake of economic and technological advancements. Social problems
have cropped up: poverty and income inequities, health-care unavailability,
the ageing crisis, and deficiencies in family support. We can assume that
some seemingly local problems are present also in other parts of the world,
though their manifestations and complexities differ. In short, it is critical
for scholars to exchange ideas and cultivate methods to deal with these
problems.

The onset of the twenty-first century has brought even more challen-
ges for the field of social work. Social workers are constantly searching for
solutions and frameworks to deal with these social problems. They are also
pursuing effective strategies of social work intervention and social justice.
All these require scholars from Chinese societies to conduct research on a
regular basis. We expect that the publications included in this series will be

an important step in the indigenization of social work knowledge.

Tang Kwong Leung
Professor of Social Work and Department Chair
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

November 11, 2006

Hong Kong



Abstract

The study was a narrative analysis of elderly women’s adjustment to
their widowhood. The study was an exploratory and qualitative research,
which aimed to understand the subjective experiences of elderly widows in
their adjustments to the death of the husband. It also explored how they
interpreted the various factors that might have influenced their adjustments
to widowhood in later life.

The sample consisted of 15 widows, aged 55 and above and the length
of their widowhood was less than three years. Two to three in-depth inter-
views were conducted with each respondent. It was found that most of the
respondents had had various grief reactions, including physical, psycholog-
ical, and behavioral aspects, when facing the death of their husband. Dur-
ing the grieving process, they had developed various coping strategies in
adapting to their spouse’s death. These strategies could be conceptualized
into six types, i.e. cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal relationship,
change of environment, shifting of attention, and planning for future.
Usually, the respondents used more than one strategy to cope with widow-
hood and there were different levels of adjustment. Except for one elderly
widow who did not feel much sadness and could recover almost instantly,
one-third had mild grief reactions and did not need much time in adjusting
to widowhood, one-third experienced deep sorrow and distress and needed
about six month to recuperate, while the remaining one-third were still
struggling to tide over the grieving period although their husband had al-
ready passed away for more than two years.

The study found that there were many factors that had affected elderly
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women’s adjustment to widowhood. These factors included their personali-
ty, religious belief, educational level, financial situation, health status,
marital relationship, the care provided to the husband during his illness,
the cause of husband’s death, funeral and burial arrangements, parent-
child relationship, social support network, cultural beliefs and social atti-
tudes, the widow’s own perspective, self-image and life themes. While the
widows’ level of adjustment were affected by most of the above factors, the
most significant factors were their subjective interpretation of the death of
the husband and widowhood, and the life theme evolved from their respec-
tive life experiences.

According to their narratives, four predominant types of life themes
were identified among the elderly widows. They were religious belief, con-
trol and mastery, family, and fatalism. Those respondents who held the
themes of religious belief and control and mastery were found to adjust
much better than those who had a life theme of fatalism. For those re-
spondents whose major life theme was family, the success in their adjust-
ment to widowhood would depend on whether they could shift their attach-
ment and attention from their husband to their children.

Finally, based on the analysis of research findings, recommendations
were provided on the future development in social services, social work
practice, social welfare policy, civic education, and research related to the

issue of elderly widowhood.
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