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research article

‘There’s a huge hole left in the middle of the 
family’: locating family practices within the 

context of (sibling) bereavement

Laura Towers , laura.towers@sheffield.ac.uk
University of Sheffield, UK 

Family life is permanently and irrevocably changed by death, requiring those bereaved to adopt new 

ways of ‘doing’ family. Drawing on data from a qualitative study of sibling bereavement experiences, 

this article demonstrates that death can retain a powerful presence for the living, shaping the 

way that family members relate to one another. It is argued that bereavement can influence the 

establishment, and enactment, of family practices, thus highlighting that family practices can be 

subtly couched in the context of bereavement. This article expands Morgan’s concept of family 

practices in a direction that has yet to be explored. It will conclude that sociologists can learn more 

about the dynamic intricacies of family life by recognising the potential influence of death and 

bereavement on the way that relationships are navigated and negotiated over time.
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Introduction

Death is one of the few inevitabilities of life. Yet it remains largely overlooked by 

sociologists of families and relationships. In being the first to consider Morgan’s 

(1996; 2011a) work on family practices in relation to sibling bereavement, this article 

expands our understanding of Morgan’s work in a new direction and offers sociologists 

a different lens through which to explore family life. It acknowledges the influential 

role that death plays in the ways that family is ‘done’ over time and seeks to show how 

family practices can be better understood if recognised in the context of bereavement. 

In doing so, it reconnects death with the mundanity of everyday life, emphasising the 

relational and temporal nature of bereavement experiences, and enhancing our overall 

understanding of how family members relate to one another. As such, it contributes 

to a small but growing body of work that demonstrates how connecting death studies 

with the sociologies of families, relationships and personal lives, can greatly improve 
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our understanding of living relationships (Woodthorpe and Rumble, 2016; Borgstrom 

et al, 2019; Almack, 2022; Towers, 2022; Ribbens McCarthy et al, 2023).

Owing to the overall argument of this article, the focus is not sibling bereavement per 

se, but the way that bereavement influences the ways that family members relate to one 

another in the context of sibling loss. Yet by exploring this through the lens of sibling 

bereavement, this article inevitably improves our understanding of sibling bereavement 

experiences, particularly given the overall lack of attention given to grieving siblings 

in general (Marshall and Winokeur, 2017). The limited literature available largely 

originates in the ‘psy’ disciplines (for example, psychiatry and psychology), and so 

emphasises individual pathology, thereby failing to acknowledge the relationality of 

bereavement or the temporal longevity of grieving experiences. The examples shared 

in this article demonstrate some of the ways that sibling bereavement is embedded 

in both time and relationships. In doing so, it makes a secondary contribution by 

enhancing understanding of what it means to be a bereaved sibling and providing an 

alternative, experiential account of this loss.

Within popular culture, as well as academic and clinical approaches, death is 

conceptualised in crisis terms, as an ‘extraordinary event that brings about intense and 

extreme emotional experiences’ (Ellis, 2013: 252). As such, there is a dominance of 

‘rupture-related thinking’ (Ellis, 2013: 251), which sees death as destabilising our sense of 

self and rupturing the assumed security of our biography (Jakoby, 2015). Consequently, 

the ‘bereavement process’ is understood to require ‘repairing that rupture and developing 

a new way in which to adopt a new sense of self ’ (Souza, 2017: 61). Yet such thinking 

reflects the dominant medicalised understanding of bereavement as a condition to 

be treated (Valentine, 2008), and transforms death into something disconnected from 

the mundanity of everyday life (Ellis, 2013). It also conceptualises bereavement in 

individualistic terms, to be managed in isolation from social relationships, and thereby 

fails to recognise the relational nature of bereavement experiences (Ribbens McCarthy 

et al, 2023). Bereavement denotes a state of loss, whereas grief is an emotional reaction 

to that loss (Doka and Martin, 2010). As it is not possible to restore what has been lost, 

the status of ‘being bereaved’ is permanent; a bereaved mother will always be a bereaved 

mother, regardless of when her child died or if she has any other living children. Part 

of bereavement, therefore, is learning to adjust and adapt to a new way of life without 

the person who died (Doka and Martin, 2010). Thus, while bereavement experiences 

can undoubtedly be profound, challenging the very essence of who we are, they can 

also be grounded in the routines and relationships of everyday life.

For better or worse, family life is irreparably changed following a death (Funk et al, 

2017), with significant implications for ongoing family relationships (Almack, 2022). 

Yet death studies is typically concerned with understanding how people maintain 

relationships with the dead, and so very little attention has been given to the ways that 

people manage ongoing relationships with the living following a death (Woodthorpe 

and Rumble, 2016; Ribbens McCarthy et al, 2023). A small number of studies have 

begun to explore how death affects families and the way they ‘do’ relationships in 

bereavement; specifically, in relation to inheritance (see Finch and Mason, 2000) 

and funeral planning (see Woodthorpe and Rumble, 2016; Woodthorpe, 2017). An 

even smaller number have applied Morgan’s (1996; 2011a) idea of family practices, 

though these mostly focus on times when a family member is dying (Ellis, 2013; 

2018; Borgstrom et al, 2019; Almack, 2022). While Pearce and Komaromy (2021) 

offer some insight into ways of ‘doing’ family life following a death, in the context 
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of parental loss, a direct consideration of family practices in bereavement is largely 

missing from the discussion; a gap which this article seeks to address.

The article begins with a review of the relevant background literature and 

conceptual framework, before offering an overview of the original study. It then 

progresses to the main discussion, which is divided into three parts. Using the example 

of communication, section one demonstrates that bereavement can continue to subtly 

shape mundane family practices long after the initial death takes place. Following this, 

section two considers how decision making about life events also considered family 

practices, such as moving house, can be influenced by bereavement as well. This leads 

to section three, which recognises that family practices can overlap, as individuals 

negotiate being part of an ‘original’ family alongside their ‘chosen’ family. As such, 

this final section highlights how bereavement can influence the way that individuals 

approach and negotiate these overlapping practices. These arguments highlight that 

the sociologies of families, relationships and personal life can better understand family 

practices by recognising the lingering presence of death within living relationships, 

while the multidisciplinary death studies could be enhanced by further recognising the 

relationality of bereavement experiences. As such, the article concludes that there is 

much to learn about family life, relationships and practices, by continuing to enhance 

the connections between death studies and mainstream sociology.

Death in the ‘family’

Any discussion of ‘family’ must open with the recognition that ‘family’ is a highly 

contested term (Ribbens McCarthy, 2012), as it falsely implies a series of rigid and 

fixed structures (Morgan, 1996). Yet Morgan (2011a) himself acknowledges that 

the idea of ‘family’ retains value and significance, as it remains a distinct sphere of 

everyday practices and experiences, and people still employ the language of family in 

daily life (Edwards et al, 2012; Ribbens McCarthy, 2012), social policy (Woodthorpe 

and Rumble, 2016) and political discourses (Edwards et al, 2012). As such, ‘in the 

continuing aftermath of death ‘family’ needs to be understood as a powerful but 

problematic, very fluid, and co-constructed term’ (Ribbens McCarthy et al, 2023: 6).

Though death is a ‘significant “family” event’ (Almack, 2022: 237), referring to 

‘family grief ’ as a collective overlooks the individuality of each member’s experience 

and oversimplifies a complex interaction of emotions (Breen et al, 2018). Rather, 

there is an ‘interplay of individual family members grieving in the social and relational 

context of the family, with each member affecting and being affected by the others’ 

(Gilbert, 1996: 271). While there is a growing body of literature that recognises the 

influence of family life and relationships on bereavement experiences (Rosenblatt, 

2000; Valentine, 2008; Walter, 2020), it is the reverse consideration, of how bereavement 

shapes family life and relationships, that takes priority here. Across projects, Tony 

Walter highlights the symbolic ways in which ‘family’ is constructed in the context 

of bereavement. For example, funerals help to reinforce traditional cultural norms of 

‘family’ over more fluid interpretations (Walter and Bailey, 2020), while unspoken 

hierarchies of grief reinforce, and are reinforced by, perceptions of who is considered 

more or less ‘entitled’ to grieve; these then help to reify notions of who is, or is not, 

seen to be a member of the (grieving) ‘family’ (Robson and Walter, 2012).

A much broader range of literature is available when considering specific relational 

connections. With regard to siblings, Winokuer (2017) found that parental death 

Brought to you by University of Sheffield - primary account | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/09/25 07:37 AM UTC



Laura Towers

180

can lead siblings to lose touch, as they are no longer pulled together by a shared 

connection, while Connidis (2001) suggests the death of parents can bring siblings 

(back) into contact with one another. Once again, however, there is insufficient 

exploration of how people experience these moments and thus the impact of death 

on their everyday family relationships is overlooked. Indeed, the literature overall 

is preoccupied with the period of grief immediately following a death, and thus 

fails to recognise bereavement as an ongoing experience that families navigate and 

negotiate over time (Ribbens McCarthy et al, 2023). As such, very little is known 

about the impact of ongoing experiences of bereavement on family life. This article 

therefore contributes to this gap in knowledge by exploring how family practices 

can continue to be directly shaped by bereavement, using the lens of sibling loss to 

further this discussion.

(Re)locating family practices

As is often cited, the central premise behind the ‘practices approach’ is the idea that 

family is something that people ‘do’, rather than ‘have’ or ‘be’ (Morgan, 2011a). It 

carries with it a sense of action and an assertion that family life is a set of activities, 

rather than a static structure with fixed positions, such as that of ‘mother’ or ‘father’. 

Practices are ‘often little fragments of daily life which are part of the normal 

taken-for-granted existence of the practitioners’ (Morgan, 1996: 190–1). Though 

often associated with everydayness, the essence of practices is that they are part of 

routine family life and occur with some regularity, be it daily, weekly, monthly or 

annually (Morgan, 1996; 2011a). Morgan (1996) notes that family practices have 

an emotional dimension to them, as well as personal or moral significance, creating 

meaning for the practitioners and their actions. However, this does not mean that 

they are always considered in positive terms; many practices are considered to be 

oppressive or constraining.

One of the original aims when introducing ‘family practices’ was to address the 

notion of sameness and rigidity implied by the term ‘family’, instead seeking to 

acknowledge that families are greatly variable and constantly changing (Morgan, 

2011a). One aspect of this fluidity is seen in the way that family life is implicated in 

a number of social institutions and alternative social practices, meaning that practices 

described as family practices may be considered in different terms. For example, 

parenting practices may also be described as gendered practices. As such, practices 

‘merge and overlap’ one another. Another aspect of this fluidity is the way that family 

practices are not exclusively confined to the home, instead being conducted in various 

situations and locations, including those not associated with family life (Morgan, 

2011b). For example, May (2023) demonstrates how ‘family’ can be enacted in public 

settings and spaces, away from the ‘family’ home.

Even though ‘death comes to us all’ (Almack, 2022: 227), there is surprisingly 

very little recognition of death within sociological research on family practices, as 

well as sociological family literature more generally. This oversight could be due to 

the perceived incongruity between the mundanity of everyday family life and the 

rupturing experience of death (Borgstrom et al, 2019), or due to a ‘flatness of sight’ 

within family sociology (May, 2023: 62). One of Morgan’s (2011a: 6) few references 

to bereavement suggests that family practices aim to ‘convey a sense of everyday life 

both in the sense of those life-events which are experienced by a significant proportion 
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of any population (partnering, parenthood, sickness, bereavement) and equally, those 

activities which seem unremarkable, hardly worth talking about’.

By identifying bereavement as a ‘life event’, the idea is perpetuated that death is 

disconnected from the everyday. Yet a growing body of work is demonstrating that 

it is possible, and indeed beneficial, to recognise how family practices are enacted at 

the end of life (Ellis, 2013; 2018; Borgstrom et al, 2019; Almack, 2022). For example, 

Ellis (2018) explores the materialities of food and eating to demonstrate its social 

and symbolic meaning for those living with a terminal illness, while Borgstrom  

et al (2019) highlight the fluidity of family practices by examining their presence away 

from home, within institutional settings such as hospice care. Though Almack (2022: 

237) aims to extend the application of Morgan’s (1996) family practices to ‘the area of 

death and dying’, this (as is often the case) excludes experiences of bereavement. This 

article therefore seeks to expand the core sociological concept of ‘family practices’ by 

demonstrating that it is possible to gain a greater depth of understanding about the 

way that some families ‘do’ family and the meaning that they apply to their actions by 

recognising that some practices should be understood in the context of bereavement. 

By reconceptualising bereavement as an ongoing experience, rather than a one-off 

event, we can see the everydayness of bereavement experiences and acknowledge the 

role that it plays in guiding people’s actions. As such, it is an important consideration 

for family sociologists to remember when seeking to understand how and why family 

members relate to one another in certain ways.

The study

This article is based on research that explored how the death of a brother and/or 

sister shapes and influences the lives of surviving siblings over their lifecourse. The 

study applied a relational lens to recognise the multitude of relationships that siblings 

are embedded within and examine the role of these ties within the bereavement 

experience. By adopting this conceptual approach, it was inevitable that analysis led 

to learning about family life and relationships. As found by Funk et al (2017), all 

participants commented on their relationship with (step)parents in depth, far more 

than any other kinship tie, and it was clear that, in varying ways, sibling bereavement 

experiences are highly influenced by this (Marshall and Winokuer, 2017). This article 

thus focuses on the relationship between bereaved siblings and their (step)parents 

to reflect participant experience and best demonstrate the arguments being made.

A total of 36 (mostly White British) participants (9 men, 27 women) living in England 

took part in a semi-structured interview that lasted, on average, two to three hours each 

(see Appendix A for participant overview). All sibling deaths occurred when participants 

were aged between 8 and 34 years, while individuals were aged between 19 and 66 

years at the time of participation. Although all participants are currently residing in 

England, one was raised in Mexico, one in the US, two grew up in Northern Ireland 

and one was born in Kuwait but moved around the Middle East as a child. All bar the 

latter lived in their country of birth at the time of their sibling’s death. A ‘self-defining’ 

approach to recruitment was applied, employing opportunistic and snowball sampling 

methods to minimise any sense of pressure or obligation to participate in the research. 

The use of a self-defining approach also allowed individuals to interpret their own 

sibling relationship, enabling the inclusion of a diverse range of connections, such as 

step-, half- and adopted brothers or sisters. As ‘the bereaved’ are a non-visible ‘group’, 
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there were no straightforward or pre-defined methods for recruitment so participants 

were recruited through a range of means including social media and university volunteer 

mailing list, as well as the charities Child Bereavement UK, The Compassionate Friends 

and The Rotary Foundation. Influenced by the avenues used for recruitment, the vast 

majority of participants were university-educated and employed in professional jobs. 

No restrictions were placed regarding the cause of death, but a minimum of five years 

had to have passed since their sibling’s death. Interviews took place in a location of 

the participant’s choosing across various sites in England, including cafes, their home, 

university campus and a small number by telephone or Skype.

Though not explicitly narrative interviews, an awareness of narrative was maintained 

throughout data collection and drawn out during the process of analysis. This is because 

narratives enable people to reflect on the value and meaning of their experiences, 

and so are a useful device for people when trying to make sense of their lives (Birch 

and Miller, 2000). Thematic analysis was used to identify themes across the transcripts 

(Braun and Clark, 2006), though narratives within the individual transcripts were also 

recognised. As such, interview transcripts were coded and analysed using a narrative 

approach to thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008). A ‘hybrid’ approach to coding was 

applied, which required balancing both inductive and deductive coding (Fereday and 

Muir-Cochrane, 2006). These codes were organised into themes, which were then 

reanalysed so that narratives could be drawn out within particular topics, in addition 

to those found within individual interviews.

All aspects of the research adhered to university ethical guidelines, and fieldwork was 

carried out following ethical approval. Several steps were taken to ensure participant 

welfare, including reassuring participants that they did not have to answer any 

questions they found distressing, reminding them of their right to withdraw should 

the experience prove emotionally stressful, and signposting participants to bereavement 

support services should they seek further assistance. It is also acknowledged that 

conducting bereavement research can be emotionally challenging for the researcher 

as well as the researched (see Reed and Towers, 2021, for a fuller discussion of the 

author’s experience in this regard).

Findings and discussion

Everyday practices

A number of everyday family practices were identified across the interviews but 

the discussion here focuses on communication between parents and surviving adult 

children. This was by far the relationship most frequently discussed, and the most 

common conceptualisation of ‘family’ readily adopted by participants. This example 

demonstrates how being bereaved continues to shape and influence the way that 

family members interact long after a death.

For many of the siblings interviewed, the loss of their brother(s) and/or sister 

prompted a new sense of care and responsibility towards their parents, experienced 

in both positive and negative ways, which had to be negotiated over the lifecourse. 

Additional feelings of concern are well documented in sibling bereavement literature 

(Marshall and Winokuer, 2017), and raised as a potential source of burden and 

frustration (Funk et al, 2017). This heightened sense of responsibility was often, 

though not always, felt more acutely by those with no other living siblings. As Kate 
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(30) argues: “It certainly makes a difference if you feel like you’re all they’ve got in 

terms of kids.”

For those who reported feeling a need to support parents, one of the key features 

was maintaining an elevated presence, through increased levels of contact (both physical 

and verbal). This was relevant in the immediate time following their sibling’s death: 

“I felt I had to call them every day. They said I didn’t have to but yeah I did, I had 

to call them every day” (Poppy, 35, bereaved five years), as well as years afterwards: “I 

feel very, very conscious to maintain regular communication with my mum and just 

have a really good relationship with her” (Kate, 30, bereaved 18 years). 

Participants identified no specific purpose behind these bi-directional conversations 

other than to ‘check in’ with one another and remain part of each other’s lives. 

Morgan (2011b: 3) notes that ‘many family practices consist of or are accompanied 

by talk’, using a variety of means such as telephone, video chat or email. By enacting 

these practices and purposefully orientating them towards another family member, 

it serves to define and reassert their position as ‘family’, demonstrating the work that 

people engage in to construct and maintain the family unit as a meaningful social 

entity (Ribbens McCarthy, 2012). Indeed, by ‘seeking out other family members in 

order to have these conversations, family connections are being reaffirmed and given 

some kind of significance’ (Morgan, 2011b: 3). As such, though the primary intention 

of this increased communication was for siblings to keep in touch with parents and 

maintain a connection with them, by integrating this family practice into their daily 

routines it also helped to reaffirm their relationship as parent and child.

It could be that participants’ caring behaviours towards their parents would have 

been established over time regardless, as adult children are increasingly expected to 

take responsibility for ageing parental welfare (Silverstein et al, 2006). Moreover, 

there is little evidence to support claims of family decline, with many adult children 

reporting having regular contact with their parents (Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011). 

Yet Brooke highlights that her behaviour is specifically linked to the death of her 

two older brothers:

‘I ring my mum and dad every day. I do want to speak to them and that’s 

partly for me as well but I think also I am always making sure that I ring 

and that they’re not on their own … those sorts of decisions that I make 

are maybe quite small ones but I’ve just put them in my routine … I think 

I wouldn’t feel that sense of responsibility massively like I do now.’ (Brooke, 

33, bereaved when 11 and 17)

This heightened sense of care following a family member’s death is unsurprising, as 

other studies have shown that kin relationships respond at times of crises by offering 

practical and emotional support (Finch and Mason, 1993). Despite being detrimental 

and inhibiting at times, bereaved people often maintain these behaviours due to a 

sense of loyalty borne from invested kinship ties (Valentine, 2008). Though his parental 

relationship was much more tenuous than Brooke’s was, Adam similarly reveals that 

bereavement was the strong driver for his choices:

‘If it wasn’t for my brother’s death then life would be completely different. I 

would still keep in contact but I wouldn’t be making such an effort. I make 

the effort I do because I know they don’t have anyone else. With him never 
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being around, I’ve kind of had to keep close to them.’ (Adam, 32, bereaved 

18 years)

Both Brooke and Adam were bereaved 18 or more years prior to being interviewed for 

the research. With such a significant time lapse since their siblings’ deaths, it is unlikely 

that a non-bereavement researcher would immediately consider this experience as a 

key motivator for their actions. This reflects a wider societal norm that recognition 

for those who have experienced a family death fades over time (Baddeley and Singer, 

2009). Actions more indicative of bereavement are revisiting memories, tending the 

grave, and memorialising the dead (Klass et al, 1996). As such, it is unlikely that the 

death of their sibling and subsequent bereavement would be readily identified as 

the driving influence behind Brooke’s need to communicate every day and Adam’s 

insistence on communication under strained terms. Though the fluidity of family 

practices means that these behaviours could be simultaneously bereavement and 

communication practices (Morgan, 1996; 2011a), here it is suggested that they are best 

understood as family practices that are embedded within the context of bereavement. 

This idea is perhaps best articulated by Dan (46, bereaved 21 years): “It’s not at the 

forefront of my brain anymore but it is one of those filters through which I see the 

world. I have various things that condition my responses to things and my sister’s 

death is one of the main ones.”

In Dan’s words, bereavement has become the lens through which his thoughts, 

feelings and behaviours can often be recognised. It is this sentiment which explains 

how everyday family practices can be best understood when recognised in a wider 

context that incorporates death. By acknowledging the ongoing presence of long-

term family bereavement and locating family practices in these past experiences, it 

becomes possible to gain a far greater understanding of members’ aims and motivations. 

This in turn grants sociologists a clearer view of family life, including how family 

members relate to one another.

Life events

Beyond their everyday family practices, participants acknowledged how the death of 

their sibling was influential when making important decisions, concerning, for example, 

whether to move house or have children. Samantha (41, bereaved seven years) talked 

of her desire to have children, partly for her parents’ sake: “I want to make sure that 

there is a family there and that my parents have something to be happy about again, 

something to look forward to.” This reflects the findings of Funk et al (2017: 10), who 

also found that participants ‘expressed feeling a sense of pressure to have children […] 

out of a sense that parents needed a grandchild’. Though such significant decisions are 

not family practices in the everyday sense most frequently discussed, they fall under 

Morgan’s (2011a: 6) remit of being a life event ‘experienced by a significant proportion 

of any population’. Although it is recognised that the outcome of these decisions would 

inevitably shape their eventual everyday family practices as well.

Once again influenced by a commitment to maintaining parental welfare, several 

participants factored parents into the decision-making process regarding significant life 

events such as whether or not to relocate. During our time together, it was clear that 

Claire’s life had been shaped enormously by a commitment to care for her parents, 
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following the sudden death of her only sibling 41 years ago, when she was 23 and 

he was 16. Part of this required her and her husband to decline the opportunity to 

move to the US; an experience that she reflects on in detail:

‘We’d got chance to go and live in America years ago and we didn’t go. 

We couldn’t leave my mum and dad you know because they’d have been 

on their own and they just depended on us such a lot … She [mum] used 

to get upset so easily and it was anything for a quiet life. She used to tell 

everybody that if it hadn’t of been for me and the kids she thinks her and 

my dad would have ended their lives and she always said that it was us that 

kept her going.’ (Claire, 64, bereaved 41 years)

Though parental pressure at this level of intensity was not common among the 

interviews, it is clear that Claire felt a huge sense of responsibility towards her parents. 

As such, she stayed local to them and based her life around caring for their needs 

until their recent deaths. In contrast, Poppy, though born in England, was living 

with her husband in Mexico when her only sibling died aged 27, five years prior to 

interview. Here she talks about how her bereavement influenced their decision to 

move back to England:

‘I would definitely say that it contributed to me moving back because I couldn’t 

settle, I got really homesick and then there was the whole kind of, with my 

parents, are they okay, having to call them every day, it would be so much 

easier if I was at home and all the rest of it.’ (Poppy, 35, bereaved five years)

Poppy’s choice was partly guided by the desire to be closer to her family in order 

to seek their support and take comfort in the familiar, but she was also aware that it 

would lessen the burden of care that she felt. Due to a gradual reduction in social 

care, looking after ageing parents is increasingly perceived to be the responsibility 

of family members, usually adult children (Silverstein et al, 2006). As such, it is 

common for parents to be considered (to varying degrees) when making decisions 

about relocating, particularly if care for those parents falls to one child (Shelton and 

Grundy, 2000). Though such focus is often prompted by parental illness or ageing, 

both Claire and Poppy were young adults at the time of (not) moving and neither 

raised parental health or age as a cause for concern. While Claire and Poppy were 

driven by a need to support their parents, ultimately the root cause of this anxiety 

was the death of their sibling.

Although concern for ageing parents was frequently raised within the research, it 

was not cited as a reason for moving by those who had already relocated. Instead, they 

spoke in a more general sense of needing to be present for parents in the here and 

now. This can be seen in Ray’s account, who moved with his wife and two young 

children to be nearer to his mum so they could take care of her (Ray’s dad died when 

Ray was 16) following his only sibling’s terminal diagnosis:

‘That was the driver for us moving back to the village so we could be close 

to my mum and sister because we knew they would need support … all 

the way through it and afterwards, taking my mum on holiday with us and 

things like that, I don’t know if compensate is the right word but you know, 
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trying to make the best of a bad job rather than leaving her on her own and 

having to cope with it on her own.’ (Ray, 56, bereaved 22 years)

Ray’s words demonstrate an awareness of the longevity of bereavement, as he sought 

to be there for his mum over time, not just the immediate period following his sister’s 

death. His willingness to relocate and integrate his mum into planned activities 

demonstrates an acceptance of his newfound obligations, with the expectation 

that it would continue long into the future. In each of these participant examples, 

siblings identified the death of their brother or sister as the cause of their concern 

and a significant factor in their decision making. Overall, therefore, bereavement can 

continually shape family practices, both in the everyday mundane sense as well as 

those life events which take place less frequently.

Maintaining practices between families

Discussion thus far has illustrated how mundane family practices, as well as significant 

life events, can be embedded in bereavement experiences. In making this argument, 

the focus has centred on the relationship between parents and adult surviving siblings. 

However, parent-child relationships ‘are not exclusive of other relationships’ (Chambers 

et al, 2009: 36). Indeed, many of the participant quotes shared in this article have 

alluded to partners and children but, so far, the effect of this on those relationships 

and shared practices has been overlooked. Discussion now turns to this omission, 

demonstrating how family practices intersect and are negotiated between ‘families’.

Each of the participants cited in this article had moved out of their original ‘family 

home’ and, at the time of interview, most were living with long-term partners and/

or parenting children. One aspect of the practices approach is that family practices 

are not exclusively confined to the home, instead being conducted across various 

situations and locations (Morgan, 2011a; May, 2023). In this instance, siblings were 

carrying out practices between homes, trying to balance commitments to their family 

of origin alongside their family of choice. This is somewhat reflective of the tensions 

experienced by those described as the ‘sandwich generation’ when seeking to balance 

looking after children with care for ageing parents (Grundy and Henretta, 2006). 

Consequently, siblings were navigating ways to maintain multiple sets of overlapping 

family practices, including those with their partner and their partner’s ‘families’. As 

relationships do not operate in isolation from one another (Chambers et al, 2009), 

this creates the potential for tension and conflict if family members disagree on the 

alignment of these practices. Following the death of her brother (and only sibling) 

41 years ago, Claire explains the pressure this put on her and her partner over the 

decades they had been together:

‘I’ve thought about that since, and he [husband] was always great with my mum 

and dad because it made them even more over-protective towards me … My 

husband was just brilliant, right up to the end [of her parents’ lives], because 

he knew how much they depended on me.’ (Claire, 64, bereaved 41 years)

Thankfully for Claire, her husband was fully supportive of her commitments to 

her parents. Though their care needs were highly demanding, his patience and 
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understanding enabled Claire to balance these daily practices with those enacted 

with her husband and their two children. Though in different, less burdensome ways, 

Brooke also felt a great sense of care towards her parents following the deaths of both 

of her older brothers when they were 18. Like Claire, however, she was similarly 

fortunate in the support she received:

‘What’s his [husband’s] take on it? Yeah, I don’t know, I think because you 

know we have been together for so long, it’s kind of just the norm, isn’t it? 

... He knows and is supportive of me with stuff but kind of tries to, helps 

me to push outside of some of that stuff as well.’ (Brooke, 33, bereaved when 

11 and 17)

Alongside his acceptance and reassurance, Brooke also appreciated her husband’s 

encouragement to move beyond the constriction that she sometimes felt and regarded 

it as a positive step towards achieving greater independence. Clearly, some participants 

had found a way to manage the practices actioned with their parents, alongside those 

carried out with their partners and children. Though not proposed in this way, Zelizer’s 

(2012: 149) concept of ‘relational work’ can be applied here, defined as ‘the creative 

effort people make establishing, maintaining, negotiating, transforming, and terminating 

interpersonal relations’. This relational work is continuous and ongoing (Zelizer, 2012), 

contributing as a form of emotional labour (Hall, 2023). The level and complexity of 

this relational work varies between relationships (as well as cultural and global contexts), 

with some participants experiencing a more challenging time when balancing their 

commitments: “Being sucked back into that first family isn’t good for me and I feel 

torn between my own family and my parents and unable to balance the two,” (Poppy, 

35, bereaved five years). As Poppy articulates, this overlapping can lead to feelings of 

tension and a personal struggle to accommodate everyone’s needs. As ‘family members 

are frequently involved in the control of their own emotions while managing the 

emotions of others’ (Morgan, 2011a: 114), it can be mentally and physically draining 

trying to achieve a balance that all family members are fulfilled by. However, if this 

effort is perceived to be one-sided then its longevity can be time limited:

‘I’m the only one who makes an effort and I don’t mind making the effort 

but if it gets to the point where we are restricting our lives, like if we have a 

family and stuff, if it ever gets to that point, I think that will overtake what 

I’ve been doing so far.’ (Adam, 32, bereaved 18 years)

Though not a significant issue in the present, Adam foresaw difficulties in the 

future and suggests that having children will be the point that he reconsiders his 

commitments. This highlights the idea that family life is ‘constantly undergoing 

change’ (Morgan, 2011a: 3) and ‘ways of doing family that enabled them to get by 

earlier in the lifecourse may no longer be present’ (Chambers et al, 2009: 35). As such, 

individuals must find new ways of managing their family practices, in ways that suit 

their changing situation. Crucial to this article, however, is the acknowledgement 

that bereavement shapes and influences the scope that people have to navigate these 

overlapping pressures. For example, feelings of familial obligation make it hard to 

simply ‘walk away’ in times of difficulty (Finch and Mason, 1993); siblings often feel 

pressure from public narratives that prioritise grieving parents (Goldman, 2017), 
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and parents can be protective of surviving children following the death of a child 

(Rosenblatt, 2000). Overall, therefore, it must be recognised that bereavement can be 

a dominant, yet subtle, presence in the shaping and management of family practices. 

This influence must be recognised if sociologists of families, relationships and personal 

lives are to fully understand how and why some family members relate in the ways 

that they do.

Conclusion

Death forever alters the ways that family members relate to one another. As roles shift 

and responsibilities change, bereavement can be influential in the way that family is 

‘done’ over time. It is increasingly recognised that family relationships are the context 

in which individual loss is experienced. However, this article has refocused this 

discussion to suggest that bereavement can be the context in which family life and 

relationships are routinely located. This is because everyday mundane practices, as well 

as significant life events, can continue to be informed and influenced long after the 

death of a family member. The examples of maintaining communication and moving 

house were used to illustrate this point but there are a range of additional activities that 

could also be drawn on. However, the passing of time and the shift from families of 

origin to families of choice also means that individuals can be tasked with managing 

multiple, overlapping family practices. The way these decisions are negotiated can 

once again be heavily influenced by aspects of the bereavement experience. In making 

these arguments, this article contributes the first consideration of family practices in 

the context of sibling bereavement to broader discussions of Morgan’s (1996; 2011a) 

work and highlights the importance of recognising the role of death when seeking 

to understand family life.

Though the primary contribution of this article is the value of situating families 

in the context of their bereavement, a secondary contribution is that it furthers 

knowledge and understanding of sibling bereavement experiences. Following the 

death of their brother and/or sister, bereaved siblings often feel a duty of care and 

responsibility for their parents, experienced in complex and conflicting ways (Towers, 

2022). The examples of communication and decision making discussed in this article 

largely hinge on these ongoing feelings of care, and so the arguments made here 

continue to build a picture of this fundamental aspect of sibling bereavement. They also 

highlight the relational and temporal nature of bereavement, thereby demonstrating 

the need for death studies to further recognise the importance of these concepts in 

bereavement experiences.

While families are fluid and can consist of a multitude of relations (Morgan, 1996; 

Smart, 2007), here the relationship between (step)parents and (adult) children is used 

as a demonstrative case study. The examples given feature bereaved siblings and focus 

on issues specific to the loss of a brother or sister, but their consideration serves to 

make a wider point regarding family practices. Parents can experience similar feelings 

of heightened responsibility towards surviving children (Rosenblatt, 2000), so it is 

likely that similar ideas could be explored through the lens of parental bereavement. 

However, the loss of a family member means different things to different people, and 

so experiences and impacts of loss vary depending on the nature of those relationships 

(Walter, 2020).
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Overall, the core aim of this article is to highlight that decision making regarding 

family practices can be highly informed by bereavement, for many years after the 

initial death. Taking this into account and recognising the possible presence of death 

in living relationships, there is potential for sociologists of families, relationships and 

personal life to develop a far greater understanding of the ways that individuals relate 

to one another and navigate ‘doing’ family. Widespread application of this article is 

limited by its focus on British norms and values, particularly as normative expectations 

of the sibling relationship vary among countries and cultures (see Edward, 2010). 

Indeed, it is acknowledged that the study participants are mainly White British and 

highly educated, factors which have significant implications for how ‘family’ and 

sibling relationships are understood. Despite these limitations, the suggestion that 

bereavement continues to influence family life remains intact, and it remains clear 

that there is more to learn about family relationships by continuing to enhance the 

connections between death studies and mainstream sociology.
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Appendix A

Participant 
pseudonym 

Participant age then/ 
at time of interview  

Deceased sibling type*/ 
age at death 

Other living siblings 

Jane 20/29 Brother, 22 2 younger brothers

Andy 8/40 Sister, 13 No

Peter 30/60 Sister, 32 3 older sisters,  

1 older brother

Jackie 29/35 Brother, 25 No

Adam 14/32 Brother, 16 No

Kate 12/30 Brother, 21 1 older brother

Amber 15/20 Brother, 18 No

Becky 19/30 Brother, 17 No

Martin 20/37 Brother, 27 No

Claire 23/64 Brother, 16 No

Ray 34/56 Sister, 28 No

Holly 17/50 Brother, 15 No

Theresa 24/56 Brother, 21 No

Pat 11/48 Brother, 4 1 older sister, 1 younger 

sister, 1 younger brother

Melissa 12/19 Brother, 18 2 older sisters,  

1 younger sister

Ruth 22/35 Brother, 24 No

Frances 34/48 Sister, 39 1 younger brother

Gayle 27/66

51/66

Brother, 22

Sister, 49 No

Samantha 34/41 Brother, 38 No

Phoebe 14/44

30/44

Sister 19

Brother, 32 No

Charlotte 30/60 Sister, 33 1 older brother, 1 younger 

brother, 3 younger sisters

Asim 16/32 Sister, 28 5 older sisters

Britney 17/25 Brother, 19 No

Tony 30/41 Sister, 33 No

Poppy 30/35 Brother, 27 No

Bella 16/55 Brother, 21 1 older brother

Beth 16/22 Brother, 18 No

Brooke 11/33

17/33

Brother, 18

Brother, 18 No

Philippa 14/19 Sister, 0 1 older sister,  

2 younger sisters

Viv 18/30 Brother, 17 1 younger brother, 2 

younger sisters

(Continued)
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Participant 
pseudonym 

Participant age then/ 
at time of interview  

Deceased sibling type*/ 
age at death 

Other living siblings 

Abi 12/61

20/61

Brother, 23

Brother, 16 No

Dan 25/46 Sister, 23 1 younger sister

Mary 12/33 Sister, 23 1 older brother

Rosa 17/30 Sister, 5 1 older brother, 1 younger 

sister

Adele 25/34 Sister, 27 4 older sisters

Ashley 31/61 Identical twin sister, 31 No

Note: * Step-, half- and adopted siblings not specifically outlined out of respect for participants who 

identified as ‘siblings’.

Appendix A: Continued
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