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Abstract . -

>

The purpose of the present study was twofold. The first
goal was to construct an objective, contindous meaenre-of.the :
death concept dn children. A second aim was to re-evaluate the
roles of death-related experience, separation, and socioeconomic.
level.in the detelopment of the.death concept. . The responses of -
j609 chlldren between five and 12 years of age to the experlmental
death- concept measure and the Qtis Lennon Mental Ability Test
were investigated. Demographic information was also obtaineg
from their perents. Evidence fpr'the'construct and criterion.
validity of the experimental'death—concept measure was demenstrated,
and a continuous—scoring Ssystem was developed Children with
death-related experience and 51mp1e separatlon experlence were

found to have more advanced death concepts than children with no
such experience. Soc1oec0nomlc 1evel did not dlﬁferentlate among
children's death-concept scores at any of the three age group

levels. These findings were discussed-in the light of previous

research,.and the implications for future inquiry were explored.



Reviéw of Literature

The present investigation-represents\an empirical
study of the concept of death in children. ihere‘has been
theoretical and research interest in this area since the first
half of the ceﬁtury. However, normative data has net emerged.
lComParable measures have not been devised. The role of exper-
ience has not been well identified.

An understahding of the nature of the death—cencept*
development has particular importance for teaching children about
death, for supporting bereaved children, and for‘facilitating the
healthy development of an understandlng of death

A more subtle but perhaps most crltlcal reason for
studylng how chlldreﬁ dlscover death is the fact that, since tﬁe
beginning of the twentieth century, western c1vtllzatlon has
increasingly choSen to hide and disguise the naturel phenomenoﬂ
of death (Aries, 1974; Gorer, 1955; Anthony, 1972). -This leaves
parents and teachers with a great respdhsibilitglfor teaching
children about death. These persohs ldek'to ecience; and espe-
cially to psychology, which has'ihsufficient kﬂowledgerto offer,
to give them guidance. ‘

This cﬁa?ter will ttace the evolution of the scientific
interest in chiidree's conceéts of death. The first section will

. introduce the main theoretical orientations which gave rise t

*In the present text, the terms."aeath.concept" and "concept of
gleath” are used interchangeably. .
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the initial invesfigations into children's concepts about death.
The subsequenﬁ section will éxplore the résearch wﬂich has been
genefated by those tQéories. The final chtion wil]l describe
"the obiectives of the present study and relate thesé¢ objectives
to previo;s research.

"While it must be recognized that man's relationship
with the-death bhenomenoh is an extremely complex one, involving
a dynémic’interplay among affect, cultural values, the concept

of death, and'personal‘history, etc., the present study focuses

its attention only upon the development of the concept of death

Theoretical Origins

Two @ajor developmental psyghological thecries have
bearing upon children's concepts of death. These gre the
psychoanalytical theory and the Piagetian theory of éognitive-
development. .In spite of their different focuses, each laid
foundations that have generated research inquiry into the death
concept,‘ This has occurred‘although neither theory deals directly ‘
and specifically with the development/of thé death concept.

The psychoanalytic interest in children's experience of

death phenomena has largely focused on the mourning of children
for a dead parent, and the pursuant affec£ive processes. The
concept of death becomes meaningful in this framework in so far -
as it'serves the mourning proéess.

Freud viewed man's relationship to death as central to
mental life and incorporated this into his thegry by ﬁeang of a

death instinct (Freud, 1915, 1928). He saw children's tﬁinking



about death as particularly relevant‘in the development of
obsessive compulsive and melancholic neuroses (Freud, 1925).  He
was the‘firét to obsengc that young children do not seem to |
distinguish between death and separation in their understanding,
thus making the'true,'complete mouroing process impossible (Freud,
1925) . |

Freud wrote extensively on the importance of mouining,
both as an essential process for adapting to the loss of a love °
object aqd’"b\an 1mportant source of psychopathology when
imlscarrie (Miller, 1971). Both Helen Deutch (1937) and Melonie
Kletn (1948) further stressed the importance of unresblved grief
' in childhood as a significant factor in later adult psychopathology,
both of a neurotic and psychotic nature. "... Bvery loss of a
loved one in later life will reactivate this archaic conflict and
discloses itself through'the difficulty of internally‘re-establiéhﬁ
ing... the lost object (Klein, 1948) As a result, much ottention
became fobcused upon the nature of mourning' in chlldhood ano upon
those factors which influence its outcome (Spitz, 1945 Bowlby,
1960; Freud & Burlingham, 1944 and others) Many theorlsts
contend that the process of mfurnlng places on children demands
thft are beyond their ability to meet, because the necessary edo
functions are not yét developed (W.olfenstein,r 1966; Fléming and
Altschul, 1963; Deutch, 1937). Vieweo in this way, béreavement
in childhood must ncessarily be pathological fincomplete), and
therefore produce adult illness.

There are numerous’ theorists who disagree with the

~
«

"incomplete ego" poqition. Their theories range from Bowlby's

early view that full adult mourning is possible from as young as



Slx months of age (Bowlby, 1960}, to the more moderate p031tion
that childhood mourning differs in nature from that of the. adult,
due to the child's immaturity in both cognition and personality
{Rochlin, 1959; &agera,-lQ?O).

Anna Freud'supported her fatner's observation that
young children, especially before three, do not distinguish
between death and separation in' either their concepncn:affeot
(A. Freud and D. Burlingham, 1943). She also described at length

Tl

the behavior and affective dynamics of bereaved and sepafated

children in her Hempstead Clinic .during World War II (Freud and

Burlingham, 1944).

Anna Freud (1960) was the first to stressv}he necessity
for the development of a concept of death befébre mourning can
become possible. She reduced-mourning to its elemental components,
including reality testing, object constancf, etc., and located
these elements in a developmental perspective. ”

Furman (1964), elaborating upon Ar Freud's p051tlon,

believed that a clear concept of death is an essential pre—

reguisite to successful mourning: "...the mourning task is

initially dependant upon the ability to have a concept of death.’
(p. 325) Arthur and Kemme (1964) went on to state that the

intellectual struggle with the concept, alone, may produce

sufficient diffioulty as to preclude "working through the loss."
Af Freud (1960) was also the first to point out the

absence in psychoanalytic research of studies of bereaved children

~

!
who remainnout51de instifutions: "From direct ohservation we
. - N —— .

know little or nothing about the duration of grief in those

instances where mother has to leave temporarily or permanently

ot
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while the child remains at home"  (p. 59). Several authors in

\

subsequent case studies and analytically oriented theoretical_
dlscus310ns have echoed this deficiency (Birtchnell, 1969,
Bendiksen & Fulton, 1975; Arthur & Kemme, 1964}. They have also

pointed out the need for some normative developmental reseafch/

on the emergence of the death concept in non-Bereaved norinal

children.

The theory of Jean Piaget deals with-the cohcept of

death 1ergely by implication, as a corollary to the concept of
life. Piagetien theory places central iﬁportance'on the concept
of life in the“child's cognitive development of causal thought
and understanding of his world. Piaget has demdnstrated that
the concept of life moves through successive cognitive-develop-
. A}
mental stages until it reaches maturity. Initially, the child
attributes life qualities to all that exists. gradually, the
child moves from this positioﬁ ef'animism to a realistic
distinction between the concepts of life and death.

This development occurs within a larger process in
which the child is differentiating his personal self from the
world Qf objects and other persons, and in which he moves from
cmnipotent egocentricity to reciprocity‘end'reversibility.
Consequently, the child moves from the belief that the world is
entirely aiive and under human command, through several inter-
mediary'stages, to the point where:he understands that:eome things
are not ali@e, some things are no longer alive, and.some things
are indeed alive, buivﬁjl at some éeint nbt be alive, which

includes himself. > ‘,-}

-



“

. Thus, in Piagetian terms, the abilify to comprehend
the reality of a personal 1ife and its corollarf, personal death,
is an example of the attalnment of the ultlmate objectlve of:
mature conceptual thought. The phenomenon of aeath challenges
each of the intermediary stages of understanding, which are
insufficient to explain it (Piaget, 1967).

Piaget beiieves that experience does not facilitate

growth in understanding ﬁnless the child is at a developmentally

o

receptlve stage for proce551ng such experience (Piaget, 1967)
Both he and some of h:; students (Flavell, 1971) propose the
existence of certain universal experiences which propel the child
forward in his cognitive growth.

According to Piaget, a full understanding of life and,
by implication, of death is possible only when the child has
reached the formal operatidhél level of thought. Prior to this
developmental level, there is a §§Eeeesion of stages in thinking
which approximate in characteriseic ways the fully developed
concept of death. The Piagetian theory, therefore, views the
full development of the concept of 1life and its corollary,
death, as essential to. ‘mature cognitive development. This
theory holds that llfe and death are complex concepts whose
attainment requires the resolution of immature stages of
cognitive thought.

In comparison to_Piagetian theory, the psychoanalytic
" theory holds the poeition that the deQElopment ef the death
concept is important to healthy resolution of mourning. There
is considerable debate within this school about when and how

the death concept develops, with some theorists (Bowlby, 1960)
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contending very early understanding while others (Wolfstein,

]

1966) believe it does not evolve fully'until after adolescence.

There is general'agréement, however, that the ability'to mourn
the loss-sﬁbcessfully is essential to normal personality

~

developmént.‘

In summary, there is a theoretical basis, which has
emerged from several directions, for viewing the development
of the concept of death as important. The significance of the
cognitive and affective dimensions of the death concept in
child development is recognized by Kastenbaum when he writes:

It seems to us both in process and content, the

child's fundamental construction of reality

involves working with the challenging questions

of directionality, finality, limits, and separation --

death-related problems, all... The basic point is

that we do not understand a child's core process of
cognitive and personality development without also
understanding how he or she is progressing in the
discovery and integration of death. (Kastenbaum,

1974, p. 13) '

Thus, in an effort to understand the process by which
a child "discovers and integrates death," research has attempted
to separate this process into its elemental parts. The focus
of the present research is upon the cognitive development of
the death concept, as distindt, albeit artificially so, from

affective and attitudinal development. Within this context the

psychoaﬁalytic and Piagetian theories become complimentary

'compoﬁents of the foundation for research ingquiry into the

development of the death concept in children.
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Early Research

N

)

’ Prior tb 1940, 1nqu1ry in the{area of children's
ideas about death had been sparse and fragmented. Such studles
.were methodologlcally weak and/or- speculatlve in nature. (Hall,
1907; Gesell, 1946). They rarely emerged-from a theoretlcal
framework, and were often retrospective from a clinical
populatlon (Schllder & Wechsler, 1934) More 1mportantly,
chlldrea)s concepts in this area\gere not viewed in develop-

/ -
mental terms, but rather as simply quantitatively different

]
from adult concepts.

The research work of Jean Piaget initiated the
systematic study of children's cognitive development. His

work focused on the orderly process of development through

TN

sequentlal stages, with each stage dlsplaylng more reallstlc
thlnk}ng than its antecedent. . U51ng the theory and methods
of Piaget, Sylvia Anthony (1970) was .the first Fo propose that
children's ideas about death evolve and undergo qualitative,
progressive changes as they pass frem ignorance to adult-like
concepts. ;

Aanthony's (1970) research was carried‘out in the
1940's. She explo;ed the concepts, affects, ana causal
speculations of children regarding death and discusseq the
thesretical implications of her findinés. anthony pursued a
dual course of investigation: that of direct inquiry and
that of naturalistic ebseryation. The more naturalistie
technique involved utilizing a group of willing parents who

recorded all their children's behaviour, questions, and remarks

about death in diaries, which were given to Anthony.



The direct inguiry involved 128 children from
London and surrounding areas in 1940, drawn .from child

guidance clinics, special schools, and her own neighbourhood.

_Anthony administered the Geneva Story Completion Test, and

asked each child, "What does 'death' mean?”

The responses to the Geneva Story Completion Test

~

were analyzed into percentages, and conclusions regarding
children's concern, affect, and attitude about death were

drawn. The responses'to the "death" question were

tegorized
into five levels, and perdentages were computed. ive

categories were:

1) ignorance of the word; '

2) awareness of the word, but erronecus or very
limited definition (6-7 year olds);
n

'3) a clear concept, which is associated with

limited specific events, and/or restricted
to humans (5-8 year olds);

4) correct concept with limited reference (8-9
year olds}); -

5) a correct concept complete with.logical and
biological description (9~12 year olds).
Anthony observed an age-concept relationship in which mental
age was more strongly related than chronological age to the
level of death concept. She also noted that children's
experiences with death'influenceﬁ their concepts.
Though methodologically unsophisticated in the

A
context of today's standards, this study was significant in
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several ways. It initiated deﬁelopmental ingpiry into the
death coﬁcépt. Tﬁé ﬁethodological techniqﬁe'of categorizing
responses into a devélopmenfal framework has greatly

influenced later research in this area. Most imporygntiy,

to date, her assumptions and conclusions have yet to be well
challenged. These include the p£ogressive étages in .
understanding of the coQFept of death, the importance of

mental age, and the significance of death-related experiences
to deafh—concept development.

Following shortly after Anth&any-'s work, Nady (1947)
investigated children's ideas about death'%rom a more
psychoanalytic, developmental standpoint. She assembled
compositions, drawings{ and interviews about death from some
300 children in Budépest between the ages of three and ten
years. She oréanized their responses into three distinct

categories:

1) The first category consisted of no definitive®
concept of death. <Children in this stage were séen as viewing
death iﬂ one of two ways. Firstly, death may have been
equated with sleep or-departure. Secondly, death was recognized
as a éeparate state, but it was regarded as gradual and/or
temporary, and therefore wdg\bot entirely distinct from life.
This categoéy wast observed in children between the .ages of
three and six. | d

2) The second category consisted of death responses
which showed children personifying death, e.g., a dark angel,

grim reaper. Although children expressed such ideas across
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all ages tested, this:response wés seén to b ost frequent’

s F

beghéen'thé'ages of five and‘niﬁe:

3) " The thifd category;'which Wag the'eoﬁcepﬁiog‘of
death as é cessation of conporeal activities, was reached qnly
after ﬂiﬁe years of age. |

From a methodological standpoint{ﬁagy‘é research Was
major sboftcomings. Her interpfetations Qere not'baseﬁ on
clearly limited groupings, nor was there any estimation of the
wvalidity of the results. Her sample population is likely.

hnrepresentativejof t+he - 'typical’ chiid, since the- children

of the 1936'5 and 194Q's in Budapest were subjec; to many
environmental exper;ences‘which are unlikelg for'the average .
child, namelj enemy occupation aﬁd war.' Thgse?evénts may well
have influenced the .children's view of dgath. Her second stage
(personification) may be quéstionégle in so far as her
methodoiogy included drawings, which necessitéte a cdncretiza—
tion of an abstraction and which could, therefore, easily evoke
a personified response. However, her finding with regard to - the
personification of death has been a focus of interest in somé
later research, although it has never been replicated.

The discrepancies between the Nagy and'édihony (1940)
methods of interviewing for and of'claséifying responéés to
death gquestions were the first indication éf what was to become
a major need for :esearchers in this area, i.e., a generally
agreed—uponﬁmetﬂod of obtaining and classifying death question

responses,fgﬁch that research might be comparable.
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Recent Research

No publlshed research focu31ng specifically upon

the development of the concept of death could be found between

1947 and 1964 in the Epgllsh speaklng literature: 1In 1964,
research interest in the aevelopment'of the death concept was

ﬁfnewed, accompanied by increased metboddldgical sophistication.

- !’
-~

Two major advances have been made: in part due to increased

.awareness of the work of Piaget, there was an increased

clarity in the.distinction between the cognitive and affective

features of the .death conceét; in addition, considerable effort

"has been made to determine what factors influence the development

of the understanding of death.

‘Research inquiry has therefore taken dual directions,
which . are diScussed separately.in this section. The first area
of research focus has been upon the discovery of the essential
concept features which.characterize the development of the death
concept. A second orientation for investigation has been the
effort to eluciQate those factors Wwhich directly influence the
developﬁent of the death concept.

Cdneept features: .Drawing upon the earlier work of

Anthonyu(leO) and Nagy (1947), most researchets have aseumed

that a pfsgression of understanding‘existe between the very

young child's ignorance and the older child's fuller comprehension.
Considerableﬂgesearch interest was focused on the discovery of
the.essential\features which characterize the death-concept

development.
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Safier (1964) attempﬁed;to clarify the role of
animistic thinking in the develoéﬁent of the deaﬁh concept
in 30 boys by reversing the “life concept" study of Piagetl
(1929). She selected ten items (6.animate;‘§_iﬁanimate) and
ingquired whether or not each item was alive, hurt when hit,
grew up, and died. Shéfconcluded thaﬁ-there was a structured

sequence and a relatively continuous process of modal

developmend;” Xath = Q clear-cut stages. According t@fher,
this seQ¥ence evolved from animism and reversibility;iagé¢7),

thfo%gh'to the attribution of externai causality? to an ac
awareness of natural inevitability and universalityiof death
(age 11)}. Although Safier's sample size was small and the
responée categories eﬁployed were poorly defined, ber research
raised the iﬁportant iséue of whether death concept developmeﬁt
is of a sequential, relatively continuéus nature, or of a
discrete stage-by-stage process.

Portz (1965) sought to elaborate the "sequential
understanding” position by specifically investigating what
were the essential featureé,of the death concept:. Portz (1965)
studied 90 boys between four and n;ﬁe years of age, utilizing
an experimentayl projective technigque (MAPS of deaéh topicsi,
both before and after a direc; interview abouf death. He
.further interviewed.the mother of each child to determine both
maternal attitude and the child's previous experience with
death. He found that the awareness of permarence, irrevérsi—

bility, inevitability, cessation of bodily function, and

natural event all increased with age. 'He also supported
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Safier'éx(l964)'findings regarding animism. Portz's finéings.
relevant to the role of experienée will be described and
discussed inlpﬁé following section.

Melear (1973), in a similar étudy, obtained results
that support-the findings of both ?ortz (1965) and Safier
(1964). Melear (1973) directly guestioned forty children
between the ages of three and twelve about death. His_ questions
included thosé'most frequently raised in eaflier researﬁh about
death, ;.g., temporary or final, is it a person, how or what
qies, what causes it, are there degréés of death, etc.. His
resulting categories are similar to those of safier {1964)
and.Portz (1965), except that he found some children as yoﬁng
as six years old who displayed fully developed concepts‘and
children as old as ten who remained unclear as to thé-cessation
of 'bodily functioning.

In a somewhat more cireumscribed étudy, Childers
and Wimmer (1971) questioned 15 children between four and ten
years ola about irreversibility'and universality af the death
phenomeﬁon. They found that by £en vears of age all of the
children were sure of the universality of death, while many
were not aware of its irrevocability.

When viewed as a'group, the works of éafier (1964),
Portz (1965), Childers & Wimmer (1971), and Melear (1973)
appear tog}end support to several conclusions. Fi:stly; when

chronological age was used as the measure of cognitive

development, sequences of development were supported, but
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stagés‘ger se were not. Secondly, there was a greaﬁ;vaxianée e

~

as to when the sequences occur chronologically among~children;r7
Thirdly, the stages these researchers found wefe?sppriéing%y !
complementary. They can be summarily jntegrated into ‘the

following four categories: N

'1.. Ignorance of the concept.

2. Death.is a temporary immobilization by
constraint; reversible, not inevitahle, :
and caused by intentional external force.

. 3. Death is a permanent, universal, inevitable,
partial cessation of bodily furictioning,
intentionally caused by ‘external force. ' .

4. Death is permanent,'irreﬁersible,'universal,

inevitable, total cessation of bodily . -
functions and a natural event. -

The first category of responselhas dof_been‘obséryed
in children oldef than seven, while the last'Stép has no£ been
found in any children younger than éix. ﬁeyond thésé éross |
parameters, however, there is little reliable, normétive

information.

.

In 1972 Gerald Koocher initiated an investigation
into the development of £he‘cpncépt'of death which provided
a new basis for the potential exploration of two central
questions which héﬁe'occupied-researchers thus far. Those
are the issues of whether stages in death-concept development
are meaningful, and how the death concept relates to cogn;tive
development in general. |

Koocher's objective was merely to demonstrate a

relationship betweer. Piagetian levels of zonceptualization
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and the development of the‘éeéth‘concgﬁt: Hif systematic
introduction of "Piagetian developmental tbeoéy into the
design of his'investigation led to a methodological
contribution, and wvalidated earlier-assumptidﬁs about the
relationship of death-concept stages to Piageéian cognitive
stages.. : . -~

Koocher (1972) grouped seventy-five children
between thé ages of six and fifteen into three groups,
according to their level of Piagetian conceéptual development:
pre—operationai, concrete operational, and formal operational,
based on performance of four tasks derived from Philips (1969).
He then asked each child four questions regarding death,
hypothesizing that their respodnses would be in accord with
their level of cognitive developmenﬁ. He empioyed judges to
classify the death responses. Findings for the different

questions were as follows:

Question 1) "What makes things die?" Statistical

analysis showed the pre-operational group to be significan{}y

- L
different from the concrete operational group and even more

different from the formal operaticnal group. ‘

4

o’

Question 2) "How do you make dead things come back
+to life?" Only some pre-operational children attempted to
explain how this was possible. None of the concrete or formal

operational children believed this was possible.
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_QueSE}on 3) "At what age will you die?" Thig ’
guestion brbdﬁced‘a great variety. of estimates, with the
variance decreasing éignificantiy with each successive

cognitive level of advancement.

Question 4) "What wirl happeﬁ when you die?"
Responses were of such variefy that they were reported in

-

‘percentages, rSther than analyzed. : g

Koocher explained that the results from three.of'
his questioné (excluding thé last one} supported the hypothesis
that deaﬁh concepts are related to the Piagefian conceptual
development framework (C=.37). His findings deﬁbnstrated
the  importance of magical tbought in the death concept of
the pre-operational child, the importance of reciprocity
skills for the concrete operational child, and the clarity.bf
realistic, fully developed concepﬁs of death for the formal
operational pHild: .

Hansen (1973) conducted research similar to Koocher's
(1972) iq comparing children's concepts ofddeéth with their
Piagetican level of conceptua& develdpment: She examined 36
middle—clasé boys, 12 within each of the 5- to 6-year, 7- to
8;year, and\ll- to l2-yvear age ranges. Recordings of the
children's rééponses to guestions about the reversibility,
inevitability, universality of death, and the degree of

corporeal cessation, as well as projective stories, were

analyzed by two judges. The judged ratings of\the death concept
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_ Yere then compared to the child's Piagetian level of cognitive
developﬁeﬁtl The results indicated significant differences
between all three groups. The youﬁgest group saw eeath as
a reversible, .partial cessation of life. The middle group
viewed death as a universal, inevitable, total cessatioh.of
corporeal life. The older .group portrayed concepkts of body-
soul differentiation ahd various ideas about the possibilities
of reincarnation and afterlife.

Hansen (1973) added to the study of death-concept
stages a new dimension that was not considered earlier and
that has not been assessed since, namely the notion that
formally operational children differ from concrete operational
children leés in their awareness of death facts_than in the

»"" Wway they employ the fact, e.g.,g?o’contemplate, speculate,
etc., regarding death.

Overall, the Koocher (1972) and Hansen !(1973)
studies are of particular value in contributing to an-'empirical
basis for.the'theoretical framework of the death—céncept
ihvestigation. In addition, numefous'questions are raised
which call for further inguiry within the Piagetian frame of
reference.

In a pilot study employing a methodology similar
to that of Koocher (1972), the writer (Derry, 1976) found a
significant relationship between Piagetian levels of congnitive
development and the levels of children's death eoncepts. Thisg

relationship was particularly manifest in the area of death

causality. It was further discovered that death-causal
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concepts tegded to be more advanced than the general level
of cggnitive development.

The major drawback of the Koocher-type of study
proved to be the imprecise nature of the measures, which
precluded rigorous mathematical analysis. It seemed that
without more refihed measures, the effort to understand
how children develop death concepLs is seriously hindered.

Discussion: The body of research reviewed thPs
far has been essentially exploratory in nature. It has
served to identify and, to a limited extent, to describe  the
essential dimensions of the death concept.

The varied methods of obtaining death-concept
data, the consistent use of judge-rating methods of
classifying death concept data, and the wide range of
criteria employed in assessing responses have yielded'a
well documented numbef of esSenﬁial death concept features.
The results of dlfferent studies are difficult to compare,
however, and the relatlonshlps between conceptual elements
remaine unclear. o

While the development of the death concept has
been'idehtified, it has yet to be well described as a
developmental phenomenon. Some research has shown moderate
correlations between the death concept and mental and
chronological ages (Peck, 1966; Childers and Wimmer, 1971).

Other studies have found a relationship between Piagetian

stages of general conceptual development and the development
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of the death concept (Koocher, 1972; Hansen, 1973). A

céhesive, normative framework that clearly demonstrates
: af
a developmental progression has not yet emer&éd.

It further'remains to-be determined'whether the

.\\aeath concept has any'distipctive features that are unique
\-\@ﬁthe unfolding of cognitive devéldpment. While this has
gben assumed, the significance and'uniquehess of the death

. concepﬁ‘in conceptual development has never been demon-

strated.

Infiuentiai factors: Together with the research
that has sought to clarify the development of the death
concept, another group of studies has been carried out
‘with a somewhat premature objective, but oﬁe.sf similar
importance. This second focus of research in the area of

' death-concept development has been aimed at establishing
" those factors_which influence-this dévelopment.

Two stuaiesigéve attempted to correlate mental
age Qith thé conceptué; dgvelopment of death. Peck (1966)
and Childers and Wimmérk(197l) found that chronological
age and mental age both correlaté with déaihvconcept devélop—
ment. The studies disagree, however, as to which factor
correlateg more highly.. Childers and Wimmer found mental
age t6 be more highly ;eléted (C=.48) to thé level of
death concept than chronoleogical age (C=.37), while Peck
(1966) found the opposite. However, in neither instance was

the significance of these observations tested.
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Portz, in his 1965 research (previously described),
compared the -death concepts of Eoys, exploring the influence
of death and separation experiénces. He\grouped 90 boys
into three categories: 1) those who hadfexperienced the
death of a primary family member; 2) those who had been
separated for a lengthy period from their families; and
3} those who had no such experiences. Experience was deter—‘
mined by parents' reports. .

Portz found that boys with death experience had
significantly better death concepts than control childrén.

He further found that boys with lengthy separation experiences
had significantly poorer death conceéts than the control group.

Peck (1966) also addressed her research to the
exploration of factors that influence the development of the
concept Qf death. She compared 48 boys on the dimensions of
death—reléted experience (death of separaﬁion from a parental
figure),-age (3 to *6 “years and 6 to 9 years), IQ (low, average,
and high), sociceconomic status (low and high}), and level of
death concept (expérimenter—:ated). She determined that
children's death concepts fell into age-related caﬁegories.
Both chronological age, and mental age correlated with the
level of death concept,-with CA (r = .41) show1ng a stronger
relatlonshlp than MA (r-—.36)‘ Peck found that neither socio-

economic status nor traumatlc experiences were related to

death-concept development.
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Peck's (1966) research was methodoiogically flawed
by excessiv§ control of the saﬁple groups (4 independenf
variables.yieldihg 24 groups of 2 individuals each) and by
the use of parametric analysig techniques on ordinal data,
which did not seem juStified. The study did, however,
address the need for the issue of influential factors to be

assessed in an interrelated manner.
‘ Bolduc (1972) also investigated the influence of

* death-related experience upon- death—concept development.

.She used two groups of 52 children, matched for age, sex, IQ,
and soc%oeconomic status. One group had experienced the
deéth of a primary family member, while the sécond group
served as a control with no such experience. The children's
death caﬁcepts were measured by a projective technique (e.qg.,
six death stories followed by gquestions) and a;direct inter-

-y

view. Bolduc {1972) demonstrated from her study that children
. ’ .31 - .

. S
with death-related experiences had more highly developed
concepts of death than did control subjects with no such

ST
experience.

Tallmer, Formanek, and Tallmer (1974) studied 200
children between three and nine years of age and found death
experience (parental reports of conc¢rete expériences) to
have no significant import. However, fhey did find a social
class differekce, in that urban Black; lower-class children

displayed better -death concepts than did matched middle-class

White childrén.
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Discussion: In a very fundamental way, gach of the
reviewed studies that has attempted td assess an iﬁfluential
factor has been premature. 'fﬂ.the absence of a compérable
‘measure, and in the absence of normative data, there is no
real basis for suggesting which responses are moré or legs:
appropriate than what might normélly be expected.

' These studies demonstrate that mental and chrono-
logical age correlate with death-concept development. They
alsorraised several questions about £he role of experience in
influencing that development, but offered few consistent
answers.

. . .

The role of death-related experience in the develop-
ment of the death concept is perhaps the most often investi-
gated, yet this has yielded mixed resﬁlts. Portz (1965) and
Bolduc (1972), who both defined death-~experience as the_death
of a primary family member, found that such experience improves
the death concept. ‘Peck (1965)‘incluéed in her group of
"bereaved" children those who had éxperienced separation
from the family (foster children) as well as those who had
éxperienced the death of a family member,. and this grouping
revealed no significant effect upon the death concept. Tallmer
et al (1974) used parents‘i;9ports of "any concrete death
experience" as the criterion for their death experience group
and found no influence from that experience. Eacﬁ of these
studies employed different criteria for assessing the death

concept, as well as different means of defining the death

experience.
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The role of separation also appears.ﬁo have some
"effect upon thﬁ éeathlconcept. Portz (1965) found children
with lengthy separations from their familiés during the
first two years of life to have significantly poorer death
conceéts than children with no such experience. This result
was somewhat precidented by the research of‘oiﬁers (Spitz,
1945; Bowlby, 1960; Freud and Burlingham, 1944), who had
found thét such separétion experiences tended to produce
poorer development in most areas.

. From the review presented here,'there is an
épparent need for a more comprehensive, normative under-
standing of the development of the death concept. Indeed,
it appears unclear just what the developmentél érogréssion
is, the characterization of which should logically preceed.
questions of what determines its rate af evélution. The
confusion of results_from previous research ﬁay attest to
the lack of a complete understanaing.of the developmental
phenpmenon itself, as well as prematurE'evalgation of what
influences the phenomenon. -However, previous research dogé
provide several consistent characteristics upon which new
research can be built. y - .

-y

Purpose of the Present Research

In light of the presented review, and given the

broad scope of potential inquiry in the area of death-concept
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development, it seems wise to extend and Euild upon these
previous findings. In order to dévelop a firher foundation
and a clearer frame of réfgrence for future research, there
is value in attempting to discover the dvglopmental charac-
teristics of the death concept;_ ~ -

In general, death-concept research carried out
thus far has been focused upon the description and classi-
fication of children's reasoning processes regarding death.
While this approach perhips yields the richest and clearest
understenﬁfﬁg of children's thinking, it precludes the
diséoyery of éertain other important information. Because.
classification data is limited to non-parametric analysis,
complex and multi-dimensional research gquestions cannot
be answered. In this context, the importance to the death-
concept development of IQ, experience, socioeconomic level,
sex, and other éuch variables,'individually or in interaction,
is difficult to determine. Furthermore, only thé grossest
changes or trends are uncovered by ordinal meﬁsures. In
contrast, a continuous measure of the death céncept ﬁay
sacrifice some breadth in its information, Buﬁ would make
more complex research questions'feasible and éerhaps
uncover more subtle changes or trends in the development
of the death concept.

In particular, the present study proposes to
further explore the relationship between the death concept

and general conceptual development. In attempting to
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develop and utilize a more comprehensive measure of the
death concept and relate it to a measure of gengral

intelligence, this study sets out to devise an experimental

. death questionnaire. which incorporates those concep
. &

features which previous researchers have regarded as

N -

significant. These features include permanence, reversi-
\ T

bility, inevitability, degree of cessation of corporeal

activity, animism, causality, universality, and awareness

‘oilpefsonal-death.

In order for such a measure to be~at least as

meaningful as earlier measures, however, it mdst not ,only

L™

demonstrate a strong relationship with such early measures
but must also show characteristics similar to those found
for ‘the earlier measures. These would include at least
moderate relationships with both mental and chronological
age. |

Thus, the first goal of the present study is
to deveksp an objective measure of the death conceéé
which will permit more precise investigation by providing
a more uniform method of measuring the concept. Should
such a measure permit a continuous level of scoring, more
complex parametric designs in research will be possible.

The previous employment of judge—réteq measures
has done much to elucidate the essential death-conc¢ept

features.' However, this methodology, which employs ordinal
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‘measures., ﬁecessitates simple, non—paramgtric research
designs and fairly limited analysis. it therefore seems
necessary to pursue a normgtive study and to develop 5
mofe rigorous measurg, a qeasure based on earlier findinés
‘but lending a more stan&ard,consisteptoperational defini-
tion to the death concept. Such a measure would allow
- more comparable”research and could lead to more solid,
.normativa information about death-concept development.
This information might, in_turn, enhance' the manner in
which death is explained to children and the manner in
which childhood bereavement is supported, and in general
serve to facilitate the pealthy development of the death:
concept.

Utilizing such a measure, it should become
possible to investigate in a more exacting way the relation-
ship which may exist between those phendmena which have an
effect upon the development of the death concept and the
actual development of the death concept. Some of those
features which have been inﬁestigated in pre&ious research
are socioeconomic status and.death—experienée variables.
Earlier explorations of the role of.these factors have led
to conflicting results, which may be due to the disparities
in the definitions of the death concept and the limitatipns
imposed by non~parametr?c design.

Thus,h%he second purpose of the presented research

is to employ the new death-concept measure in an investigation
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rof hypotheses which have prbduced contradictory results in
the past. \

One of the afpreme?tioned variables which may
influence the development of the death concept ané which
this study seeks to investigate is socioeconomic status.
Because the role of socioceconomic status has been neither
consistently nor clearly outlined, many researchers have
either controlled or matched subjects on this variable
(Koocher, 1972; Hansen, l97§;ﬁBolduc, 1972). Two studies
specifically examined ﬁhezé%f ct of socioeconomic level upon
ﬁhe death concept with conflicting Iesults (Peck, 1966; and
Tallmer, Formanek, and Talme;LfI§;4). Furthermore, it has
widely been foﬁnd that socioeconomic status (which subsumes
childrearing practices, cultural involvement, etc.) influences
cognitive development, generally (Havinghurst, 1976).‘ Conse-
guently, the first hypothesis-testing objective of this study
is to utilize the experimental death-concept measure to
investigate the effect of socioecohomic level upon the devel-
opment of the death concept. The hypothesis is that socio-
economic level will differentially influence children's death
concepts. Information in this area may serve to provide an
indication of those experiences related to SES which may
enhance or retard death-concept development.

The second hypothesis-testing objective of this
study is to contribute to an understanding of which and how

relevant life experiences affect the development of the death

concept. An understanding of these experiences would be
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essential to.preventing impairment and fac111tat1ng enhanCe-' o~
ment of the concept where de51rable. The theory of Plaget o
would suggest that death experience-will enhance the death
concept but only at certain critical points where the conc?pt

is developmentally emergent. The theory and research of .the
psychoanalysts would predict that separation would impair

the death concept, as it produces regression in most other
areas. esearch to date (Portz, 1965; Peck, 1966; Bolduc,

1972; a£meaIi;Zr et al, 1974) has arrived at conflicting
results.

Thus the present research seeks to assess the roles
of death experience and separation in the development of the
death concept, utilizing the experimental measuré,of the death
concept. Our study thus has two additional hypotheses: that
death experience will improve thée death concept, and that -
separation will impair the death concept.

In sumAary, the proposéd study has two main objec-
tives: to develop an objective, interval-level measurement
of the death concept which has comparable validity to earlier
measures, and to investigate'the hypothesis that socioeconomic
status, death experience, and separation each have an influence
.on the development of the death conceﬁt.

The rationale for hypothesis one lies in the empir-
ical fact that socioceconomic status has generally been found

to 1nfluence cognltlve development.

_ypothesxs l: Socioceconomic status will differen-

tially influence the death concept.
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The basis for the second hypothesis rests in the
Freudian theory that holds that death cbncept understanding
is' a part of the mourning process. Piagetian theory also

suggests that experience may enhance éoncept development.

Hypothesis 2: Death-related experience will
improve the death concept of childreh'compared to é control
group with no concrete death experience.

The rationale for hypothesis three is baseé[on‘the
empirical findings of classic psychoanalytic research (Spitz,
1945; Bowlby, 1960; Freud & Burlinghaﬁ, 1944) which have

consistently held that separatién experience impairs develop-

.ment in almost all areas.

Hypothesis 3: Separation will impair the death

concept in children compared to a control group with no

concrete death experience.
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Method

Participants

- The children who participated in this study were
drawn from three public schools from the Carleton School
Board in suburban Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.l Letters of
infprmed consent were sent to the parents of all children
enrolled in each school in grades K-5. There was a 73%
pogitive response from all parents solicited. Four of the-
children who did have permission to participate were for
various reasons dropped from the study: two were eliminated
because each had had a parent die within the past year, while
a third was suffering a terminal illness; the fourth was a
five-year-old who did not wish to participate.

The remaining sample consisted of 609 children,
335 male and 274 female. The children had a mean socioeco-
nomic level of 5.70 (S.D. = .91)lbased upon the standard
measure of occupational categories employed by the U.s.
National Institute of Mental Health. This measure has a
range of one to nine, and the childrén's socioéconomic
Statuses were fairly broad in their representation (see Table
I). The mean I.Q0., as measured by the Otis Lennon Mental
Ability Test, wasllll (§.D. = 21.8) with a range of 74 to 150.
The religious.affiliations of the sample children were also

heterogeneous (see Appendix H). :
______________________________ I

l'I‘he participating schbols were Briargreen, Fisher Heights,
and Riverview Elemen ary Schools.
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Measures

"The measures employed wer;‘a parents' gquestion-
naire, the standard measure of qpcupational'categories
employed by the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health,
the Otis Lennon Mental Ability Test, and the experimental
death quéstionnaire.

| The parents’ questionngire (see Appendix B)
consisted of demographic items asking for children's birfh
dates, parents' occupations, marital status, and religious
preference. The purpose of the gquestionnaire was to ensure
the heterogeneity of the sample and to provide a basis for
grouping children alond the research variables of interest:
’TSES, éé%aration, and Death Experience.

. The standard measure of occupational categories -°

LD

was used as the sole measure of socioceconomic status. This &

measure is employed by the U.S. National Institute of Mentai

Health and has been widely used'fn epidimiological studies.
The standafd measure of occupational categories

is an ordinal measure with nine well defined levels ranging

from a "level one,"” which includes such occupations as

executiyes in large corporations, etc., to a “1e§el nine,"

which includes full time students (see Appendix I).

¥
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The Otis Lennon Mental Ability Test is a highly

standardized group intelligence test, which by means of

several forms (Primary I, Elementary I, and Elementary II)
yields a comparable i}Q.,for children from five to twelve

years of age (Burros, 1975). The test~retest reliability on

4

successive forms of the test over a two-year period has

yielded a minimum coérrelation of .80; further, the measure

2 ;e .
[ LR

correlates .86 with academic success. The odd-even reliability

of the various forms ranges from .79 to .92 (Ot}s\igﬁ/Lehnon,

1969}). The intended purpose of utilizing this -test in the
) :

present study was to provide a measure of g&neral intelligence

and mental age.

The experimental death quéstionnai:e (see Appendix

JA) was comprised of 24 items. The items were constructed by

the writer and based on eight concept features which have

been identified in previous research as essential components

-

of the sequential develcopment of the death concept:l

1. awareness of the word {(Anthony, 1940),
- . %
2. animistic thinking (Safier, 1964; Portz, 1965;
Melear, 1973; Koocher, 1872),

3. permanence (Anthony, 1940; Nagy, 1947; Pértz,
1965; Melear, 1973; Koocher, 1972),

4. reversibility (Anthony, 1940; Nady, 1947;
Portz, 1965; Melear, 1973; Koocher, 1972), t

lthe advice of several recognized experts on children's death-

concept development was souyht during item construction, but
such adviczégas forthcoming only from Dr. Gerald Koocher, to
whom - the aut; -

o~

or is indebted.
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5. inevitability (Anthony, 1940; Portz, 1965;
Childers & Wimmer, 1971; Melear, 1973,

Koocher, 1972),

6. degree of corporeal cessation (Anthony, 1940;
Nagy, 1947; Portz, 1965- Melear, 1973; ‘
Koocher, 1972},

7. universality (Anthony, 1940; Portz, 1965;
Childers & Wimmer, 1971; Melear, 1973;

Koocher, 1972), and

8. causality (anthony, 1940; Portz, 1965; Melear,
1973; Koocher, 1972.

Ttem #1 was designed to establish the child's awareness of

the word "dd3th." Items #2 through #5 were intended to

dlscover animistic thinking and realistic appllcatlon of the

death concept. The television was selected to asses mechanlcal
)

animism, because the idiomatic use of "dying" as "mechanical

" breakdown" seemed less frequently associated with this familiar

machine than with most others. Questions #6 and #7 were

orientéd toward the permanence featufe. Belief in reversibili?y
was sought. in questions #8 and #9. The word "usually" was
inserted in item #8 in order to avoid potential confusion

which might result from the child's awareness of the existence

of extraordinary medical interventions. Awareness of inevita-
bility was evaluated in items #10 and #11. The degree of
corporeal cessation involved in death was the objective of
questions #12 to #15. The universality of death was questioned

in items #£16 to #18. Causal understanding was the aim of #19

to #21. Finally, items $22, 23, and 24 sought to discover the

'extent to which the child believed that death applied to

himself and his own life (Anthony, 19%40; Nagy, 1947).

N,
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The death questionnaire was individﬁal;f admini-
stered. For the purposes of the éresent research, each
correct answer was initially scored as Jne, while each
incorrect response was sco;ed as ze;d. Item #1 was credited

- 1f the child answefed yes. All«otﬁer'items were assessed
to be correct if they adhered to the currently accepted
adult understanding of tﬁe death phenomenon; death is the
inevitable, irreversible, permanent, total cessation of
corporeai fuhctioning, which occurs universally in all (;
organic matter and is variably caused by éhance. Scoring
was bésed on yes/no response,notreasdps given. The purpose
of the death questionnaire was to provide a quantifiable,
,objective measure and an operational definitipn of the death
concept. . -~ i

The actual experimental death guestionnaire was
supplemeﬁted”with five extra questions ksee Appendix C).

The first three focused on the child's experiences with death.
The last two supplementaquuestibns were filler items designed
to redirect the child's attention away from the topic of
death, allowing the interview to end on a fairly low point

of potential affective arousal.

A" Death experiences were separated into three groups.
The first group of respondents, labeled "death experience,"

consisted of those children who had experienced the death of
a very familiar person, .one whom the child had seen at least

f
once a weeﬁ\pfggr to death. A second group of respondents,
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desighated as "no death experience," included chlldren who
had mever- known anyone who died, never had a pet die, nor
had ever seen anyone who waskdead. The third group
constituted the remainder of the children who had some
death-related ekperiences and therefore more exposure than
the "no death experience" group, but less direct exposure
than the "death experience" group.

A child was considered to have "separation experience"
if his parents reported their marital status as separated or
divorced. The child must also have reported no significant

death experience.

Procedure

Letters of informed consent, desighedﬁto maximize
cooperation (modeled after Koocher,'1973),‘and the demographic
questionnaire were sent to the parents of all children in
lkindergarten through f£ifth grade in each of the three schools.
The letters were distributed to the children by their classroom -
teacher. Twenty-three parents phoned the experiM§h£5?<E;P”—J//
further information, at which time the exact nature of the
research was explained. Of these, 21 agreed to permit their
child's participation. A random selection of ten parents who
had refused permission were telephoned by the experimenter to
ascertain their reasons for not participating. 'Seven of these
stated that their child did not wish to participate. Two
indicated that they did not feel that research was an appropriate
sc‘hool activity, and one feplied that the permission form had

been lost.
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Three weeks following receipt of the irformed
consent and demographic questionnaire, the Otis Lennon Mental
Ability Test was administered éo all of the ‘609 participating
children in their own classroom setting. The examiners
employed were all doctoral students in psychology with.
extensive previous experience in test administration. All
testing was carried:out in accordance with the standardized
administration instructions, which accompany the Otis Leﬁnon
Mental Ability Test.

The experimental death questiqﬁnaire and supple~
mental items were administered to all participants approxi-

mately two weeks following the intelligence testing. The

interviews were carried out by three female examiners, all of

whom were doctoral students in psychology with extensive

experience in individual test administration with children.
None of the examiners was aware of the results of previous
measures. ”

All children from a given class were tested sequen-
tézii§'during a single class session. This was done to avoid
giving chiidren the opportunity to discuss their experiences

with each other. Each child was further cauticned at the end

of the testing not to discuss the interview with his classmates

until recess, or lunch (i.e., the next class break).
Each child was interviewed individually outside his
classroom. A uniform set of instructions was gkven (Appendix

E). Each guestion was asked verbatim without elaboration,

’
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except for.the probe, "Can &ou éell me. more about it?": When
children were unsure of an answer, they were encouraged to
guéss. Participants who declined to guess were not pressed
further, and their.answer was recorded as incorrect. If a
child appeared upsét by the gquestioning, each examiner was
prepared to spend extra time to deal with this,lbut the
problem did not arise.

Once all of the data from the children were collected,
children were selected for the hypotheses-testing portion of
the study. Data of the remaining children were used in the
sample for thé measure-assessment phase of the study. The
purpose of this selection procedure was twofold: it assured
that all samples came from the same population and, secondly,
allowed validation of the ﬁeasure, since it was developed .on

. one sample and applied as a dependent variable with the other

two samples.
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(. : : " Results

‘Data analysis was carried.out, first%y to assess
the experimental death questionnaire, and secondly to ﬁ?
assess responses in‘light of the research hypotheses. Data
- £rom chlldren who were selected 1nto the hypothe51s testlng

sample were not 1ncluded in the analysis of the questionnaire.

Measurement of the Death Concept

The data in this portion of the analysis were from .
384 children: 173 female and 211 male.

In order to assess the construct validity of .the
experimental death-concept measure, a common factor anez;;hs
was carried out on all 24 items. These items had been scored
one for a correct response and zero for an incorrect response;
there were no missing data. An alpha technique was used
with a selection criterion of an eigenvalue equal to or
//’ greater than one. A varimax rotation was then carried out,

resulting in seven factors. Table 2 illustrates the commun-
alities, eigenvalues, and percent of variance for the rotated
factors, and Table 3 presents the rotated factor matrix. The
obtained communalities indicate the.criterion reliability of
eech of the items. The unrotated factor matrix and the
communalities, eigénvalues, and percent of variance for the

unrotated factors die‘given in Appendices F and G, respectively.



TABLE 2

&

Communalities, Eigenvalues, and Percent of Variance
for Varimax Rotated Factors

EST
VARIABLE COMMUNALITY FACTOR EIGENVALUE | % OF VAR CM 3
VARO1 0.31553 1 9.39524 39.1 39.1
VARO2 0.33126" 2 - 4.65143 19.4 58.5
VARO3 0.27095 3 13.04864 12.7 71.2
‘VARD4 0.61652 4 2.22450 9.3 80.5
VARO5 0.43664 5 1.80307 7.5 88.0
VARG6 0.41142 6 1.56713 6.5 94.5
VARO7 0.25552 7 1.31146 5.5 100.0
VAROS 0.33907
VAR09 0.22067 3
VAR10 0.20966 "
VAR1]1 0.33926
VARL2 0.42345
VAR13 0.27070
VAR14 0.33775
VARLS 0.77302
VAR16 0.36916
VARL7 0.51366
VAR1S 0.26378
VARILS 0.34906
VARZ0 0.17853
VAR21 0.27374
VAR22 0.31507
VARZ23 0.40076
VARZ4 0.50014
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For the pﬁrpose of iqterpreﬁatiOn, a factor
1oadiﬁg of .35 was used as a cut—off value, in order to
‘avoid double loadings. Factor one contains items #10, 11,
18, 21, 22, 23, and 24. Based on the contents of these
items, this factor appears to measure the dégree‘to which
a child sees death as an inevitable event applying to all
people, thus it is labeled "universal-inevitability."

Ttéms #12, 13, 14, and 15 weigh on factor twoAand seem to
tap the death-concept feature which involves the "degree

of cessation of cérporeal activity:" Factor three includes
items #16, 17, and 19, which shé}e the elements of "causality."
Items #6, 8, and 9 in factor four are concerned with the
"reversibility" of death. Factor five contains_items #4 and
5, which include the realistic objects of the death phenome-
non, and is thus labeled "non-animism." Items #2 and 3 tap
- "animism" in factor six. Factor seven contains item 7,
which is concernéd with the "perménence" of death. Items
41. and 20 did not load at the criterion magnitutde on any of
the seven factors.

For the purpose of subseqpent analysis, a scoring
system using the factor analytic data was emploved. Based .
on Cattell (1957}, each.item was given the value of the
square of its highest factor loading (Rummell, 1970). For
example, a correct response to item #2 was credited with

a value of .32, item #3 with .34, etc., while an incorrect

3



43

response received zero credit. Items #1 and 20 were
eliminated because they did not ﬁeet_the cut-off value

for factor loading previously described. The correct

item values earned by each child were then summed across
factors,'yielding a" death-concept score. %ablz 4 indicates
the correlation matrix between the overall Death Concept
Score (DCS) and each of the faétor—associated sums of
weighted items. |

In order to assess criterion validity, correla-
tions were sought for the 5CS and for the factor-associated
item groupings with IQ, MA, and CA. Table 5 iilustrates
the obtained correlation matrix. A Point Biserial Correla-
tion between DCS, the factor-associated items, and sex was
not significant (p < .1l0).

A further assesshent of criterion validity was
sought by evaluating the relationship of the new measure to
the previously employed categorizations (Safier, 1964; Portz,
1965; Childers & Wimmer, 1971; Melear, 1973). These
categorizations wereé summarized and'integraﬁed by thé writer
into four 1évels as presented on‘page 15. Children in the
present study were gréuped into these four categories, based
on their patéerns of response on the death questionnaire.
These groupings were then compared with the DCS and weighted
fac?or scores using the Spearman Rank Correlation. The
relationship between the DCS and weighted factor scores and

grouping technique is illustrated in Table 6.
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For the purpose of descrlblng the developmental

i course of the death concept as measured by the death-concept

K .&J

questionnaire, Table 7 shows the percentage of correct
responses to each item_of the questionnaire and the mean DCS
by mental ages; Table 8 illustrates the percenﬁage of
correct responsee‘to each item and the mean DCS (sum of
correct weighted items) by chronological ages. Tables 9 and:
10 show the means and stdndard deviations of the sum of %
iteﬁs.grouped according "to their factor associations by Ma
and CA respectively.
In summary, a factor analysis of the experlmental
Jdeath questionnaire produced seven orthogonal factors which
were labeled. A death-concept score was devised based on
the sum of squared faetor weights for correct responses. It
was shown that this DCS correlated significantly with IQ,
‘though shared variance was minimal, with MA, with CA, and
with the categorization technique used in previous research.
The'DéS did not show a significant relationship to sex.
Final%y, normative data were presented to describe the devel-
opmental progression of children on the.items, death-concept
score, and factors of the experimental death-doncept ques-

tionnaire.

SES, Experience, and Death-Concept Development
In order to test the first  hypothesis, that
socioeconomic level affects the development of the death

concept, 90 children with no death-related experience were
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: 52
randomly sélected from the totél sample. Three chronological
age groups were formed: 5-0 to 7-6, 7-7 to 9-6, 9-7 to 12-0,
with 30 children at each level. Three socioceconomic levels
were differentiated on the basis of grouping the parents'
score on the standard measure of oééubéﬁiohal catggories into
~high, medium, and low (high = 1, 2, and 3; mgdium = 4,.5, and
6; low = 7, 8, and 9). Each sociéeconomic level included 10
children from each age group. The participants.were thergfore
randomly selecteé from the larger samﬁle groups of children
of the same age, experience, and ISP rating.

The organization of data led to a two-way analysig
of variance design with three !levels of each independent
variable: chronological age and SES group. A two-way F
analysis of variance was carried out on the death-concept
scores. The resulting values, as seen in Table 11, showed a
significant main effect for chronologiéal age oﬁly (F (2,81} =
23.797, p< .001.) There was no significantkééfect for socio-
economic level, nor was there a significant interaction between
SES and CA. The computed power of this contrast is .25. A
post hoc analysis Qf thg chronoclogical age main effect with
the Scheffe Test showed significant differences (p < .05)
between the youngest age group (X = 4.28, SD = .9395 and each
of the older age groups, The difference between the middle &
(X = 5,41, SD = .602) and oldest (X = 5.66, SD = .679) age

groups was not significant. PFurther analysis of the SES groups

b%/f5855§f33“€ag§9r associated item groupings were also non-

(f-&ignificant. : '

N



TABLE 11

Analysis of Variance Table of DCS by Socio-economic

 Souree | . I
SES 2

e |
oo | 4
e |
oo con

Level and Chronological Ade

___________ e
SS MS F
.7284 .3642 .5314
32.6215 16.3107 23.7967%%
.3463 8.6563 .1263
55.5191 .6854

AN
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For the purpose of assessing the second and third
hypotﬁeéés concerning the rolécof experieﬁces upon the
deveiopment of the deafh conceét, 135 children were:seleqted:
45 from each éhronological agé group (5-0 to 7-6, 7-7 to 9-6,
9-7 to 12-0). Fifteen,ch;ldren in each age group were from
each of the following experience groups, determined by-thé'
sﬁpplemental‘questions: death-related experience, sebaration
' expérience,‘and no concrete death-related or separation
experience. ' Death experience was defined as child's
recollected exp&sure to éhe'déath of a very familiar person
whom the child had seen at least weekly prior to the death.
Separat@on expefiencelincluded'chilﬁren whose parents were
fgifher separated or divorced. (The sample did not include
//any children wﬁo were separated from both parents.) The no

death related or separation experience category served as a

control group‘ahd contained children from intact families who //

;

-

had never known anyone who had died, had never had a pet die,
nor had ever seen anyone who was dead.

This éeiecti;n of children generated a two-way
analysis of variance design with thrée levels of each indepén~
dent variable: chronological age and experience. A two-way.
F'analysis of variance was carried out on.the death cbncept
scores. Experience levels produced a significant main effect,
F(2,126=4.34, p< .05, as did chronological age; F(2,126) =
‘ ) - A

' 9.47, p'i.OOl; This can be seen in Table 12, There was no

significant interaction..



Table 12
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of Variance Table of DCS by Experience

s e o g e s ks el e et

—— ——— ——————

Analysis
and Chronological Age

Source df S8 MS
e SR DUV E .,L_____'_____
Experience 2 5.7357 2.8678
Age 2 12.5004 6.2502
Experience/Age 4 3.1584 .7896
_____________ - NU B
Error 126 83.2006 -| -~ .6603
*p <.05 -
**p <.001
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B

A post hoc anélysis of the chronological age méin
effect with the.Scheffe Teét shows the younge;t group (X =
4.95,'éD¢=.982)‘diffe£iﬁg from each of the two older groups
(p<.05). The midgig,_ (X=5.6, SD=.681) and oldest (X=5.58,
SD¥5.729) groups?éialnot show significant differences. 2a
Dunnet test was used to clafify the main effect of experience.
Both the death—relgted éxperiehce group (X=5.6, SD= .749)
and the gepération experience group (X=5.43, SD= .748) had
significantly (p < .05) better death concept.scores than the
no experience cﬁntro} group (X=5.1, SD= .895).

A subsequent two-way analysis of variance of the
death-related experience gfoups by each of the first four-
fécfgr aésociated item groﬁpings was done. This showed a
_sigh}ficant experientiél effect on only that group of items
associéted with factor one, universal inevitability. The
pbtained result, F(2,126}'=9.24, p-C.OOi, is illustrated in -
Table 13. A post hoc analysis with the Dunnet test showed
both the death experience group (X=1.44, SD=.22)"and the
separation experience group (X=1.44, SD= .21} to have
significantlyxs(p < .05) better death concept scores on factor
items than the no experience control group (X=1.24, SD= .38).

In summary, the role of so;ioeconomic ievelwﬁas
explored with'chronolbgiCal age in an analysis of variance
ofldeath;concept scores. The analysis showed no significant
éffeet for sociﬁeconomic levels. Chronological age was
significant such that the youngest children differed signifi-

cantly from the two older groups of children. - The influence
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of death-related experience and separation expériencé was
contrasted with no e%perience in anlanalysis of variance
of deaﬁh—concep£ scores. A similar analysis\of their scores
associgted with factors one, two, three, and féur was also
done, since these factors accounted for most of the ideﬁtified
variance. Groups with death-related and separation experiehce

had significantly better death-concept scores and scores on

factor one than their counterparts with no such experience.



Table 13

according to Association with Factor 1
and Chronological Age
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{Analysisnof,Variance Of Weighted Items Summed’
Experience

Source daf 55 MS [ E o
_______________________________________________ e
Experience 2 1,133 0.566 9.264%*%
Age 2 2.453 1.226 20.063**
Experiencé/Age 4 0:545 0.136 2.231
Error 126 7.641 0.061
- e R " — - PO - L. -— [RE—
**p < ,001
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Discussion

Slnce the analy51s of the flndlngs in thls research

was carried out in two parts, 1t 1s ‘reasonable to preserve

this dlstlnctlon 1n the dlstu551on for the sake of clarity.

The flrst sectlon deals with the construction of the death-
- '/\
concept measure. The subsequent section explores the actual

.hypotheses testing of the research. A third section will

evaluate the'present research and diseuss its implications

" for future inquiry.

Measurement of the Death Concept

-
-
.

The initial objective of the study was to develop
a’death—conceptlmeasure which incorporated the significant
coqeept features, identified in earlier regearch. It was
also hoped that such a measure would Q;ngjﬁiciently quanti-

fiable to allow parametric anaiysis. In order to meet this

objective, two essential steps were necessary: the preliminary

~analysis of the validity of the death-concept measure and the

development of a continuous level of measurement in a scoring
system. For the purpose of establishing validity, two types
were init;%ﬁly sought: construct'validity and criterion-
related validity.

A common factot‘analysis technique was used to assess
the construct validity of the experimental measure. Seven

orthogonal factors emerged, the contents of which correspond
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to the significant death-concept featu;és which have been
identified in earlier résearch,

Factor oné contained items which focused on the
universality and inevitability features of the death cohéept.
These two features had been found important in several
earlier studies (Safier, 1964; Portz, 1965; Melear, 1973;

_ Childers & Wimmer, 1971). Logigally, the fact that the two

~
features occurred together was not surprising, since the two
ideas afe very tightly interwoven, If everyone dies,.it must

'be inevitable. B
The second factor dealt with the degree of cessation
of corporeal activity. This concept element was first noted

by Anthony's (1940) work in the 1940's and has been a fairly

'
o

copsiséent finding in later research (Portz, 1965; Melear}mg
1973; Hansen, 1973). |

“ The items on factor three involve the notion of
causality. Children's belief that death is imposed by an
external forpg changes to an awareness of death as a natuéal_
consequeqce of organic life only as they ;Bﬁroach the full
conceptudl understanding (Anthony, 1940; Safier, 1965; Portz,
1965; Melear, 1973; Koocher, 1972).

fhe fogrth factor tapped'the belief in the reversi-

'bility of death, which has also been répeatedly found in other
investigations (Aﬁthony, 1940; safier, 1964; Portz, 1965;
Melear, 1973; Koocher, 1972; Hansen, 1973).

The items on factor five have been labeled non-

animism." Piaget (1967), in his discussion of animistic

$
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thinking, viewed such ideas as the excessive attribution
of life qualities. Thus, the young child ﬁolds both

eliefs about what dies.

appropriate and inap%ropriate
This factor appeafed to captunde the early, appropriate
awareness of what dieg. These mgp-animism items, more than
any others, seemed‘to‘réfléct the cAild's awareness of the
existence of the death phenomenon (An ony, 15%40).
| Factor six contained items ¥hich evaluated the
inappropriate application of the death phenaﬁenoh to inor-
ganic objects. Based upon Piagetian theory, researchers
of the death concept‘héve labeled this feature "animism"
(Anthony, 1940; Safier, 1964; Portz, 1965; Melear, 1973;
Koocher, 1972; Han;en, 1973).

The awareness of the permanence of death was
questioned by factor seven. The influence of this concepf
feature has been observed by Portz (1965), Melear-(1973),
Koocher (19?2), and Hansen (1973).

!

The experimental death-concept measure adhered

t holds that the death concept: con-
tains spec;flc core features which contr&bute to its éevelop—
ment (Anthony, 1940; Safier, 1964; Portz, 1965; Melear, 1973:
Koocher, lQ?Z;jHansen, 1973). The death—coxce?t measure
identified and measured the central elements of\the death
concept within the framework of thé prgsentjempiriéal under~

standing of the dévelopment of the death concept. It was
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limited to the ext%nt that it does not contain other more
exploratory elememi.‘s beyond the conventional and previously
demonst:ated. Thefgfore, there may be other equally or
more important elem%nts in the death concept which remain
outside the scope of the péésent instrument.

In ordér-éo develop a scbring system which would
be of a continuous level of measurement, items were assigned
weights reflecting the amount of variance each item contxrib-
uted to the measure.\ This resulted in the eliminétion of
two items and an overall deéth—cbncept score (DCS) of an
iﬁterval level of measurement. This further allowed for the
-devélopmenf of normative values for each factor, permitting
the comparison of chiBBren on each respective factor.

The crite;ia égainst which a measure of the death

concept can be evaluat d should necessarily be convergent

rather than absolute in|nature, because there is no clear,

valid measure of the death concept shouid manifest at least

cencrete manifestation jf a "real" death concept. Thus, a

the same characteristicsi found in other measures of the
death concept. Baged on | the findings of previous studies,

a valid measure of the_d%ath concept should correlate modexr-
ately with both mental and chronological age. Furthérmore,
becausé judges in earlier research ﬁavé in general found a
progression in children's urﬂlderstanding of the death concept,
a valid measure of the death concept should also correlate
with this well charaéterized progression.

Jl‘
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Moderateibut significant relationships qeré
'found between £he death concept Score and measures of
‘mental and chronological age. These relationships are
of similar magnitudé to those found.in earlier research
(Peck, 1966; Childers and Wimmer, 1971). A low but
s :ficant relationship was found between the DCS and .1Q.
These relationships indicate that, while thg death concept
can well be considered to have qualities whiéh are shared
with general conceptual development and life experienceé
-\%,_H\\‘—}n the broad sense, it may retain some unigque feafures
of its own within the framework of conceptﬁal development. -
The relationship of each of the factors to IQ,
MA, and CA presents a meSt interesting picture. The facfors
which are'concernéd'with universal inevitability, causality,
non-animism, and permanence correlate with MA and CA. Those
factors which tap the degree of corporeal cessation, reversi-
bility, and animism do not correlate with either MA, ca, or
10. These results suggest -that the death concept is 1ndeed
a complex one. The various features of the concept appear
to be influenced by different factq;s. This finding alone
sSuggests that this method of measuring the %eath concept
has a nature whiéh merité particular inquirf both into the
characteristics and interrelationships of its component

elements.

[

The levellng-off and slight decrease in factors
two, four, six and DCS at CA 10 and 11 need to be discussed.

This may account in part for the fact that'the above- g
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meggioned factors two, fouf, and six did ﬂ%t correlate

with IQ, MA, or CA.. Two eariier researchers, Meiear (19739
and Childers and Winmnmer (1971), observed similarly that some
children, as old as eleven, displayed unsureness about
bodily cessationf(factor'Z) and irreversability (factor 4),
speéificélly- £E is difficult within the present study

to clearly assgés the signifibance of the oﬁserved decrease’
in the hean séores‘of ten and eleven year olds. Tables 7,

8, 9, and 10 suggest that variance also increases at these
ages. These observations could be partiall& explained by
the saltatory cﬁrvé so common in developmental variables.

The influence of othe; important variables such as experience,
_ affective development, or the like may also have some effect.
. It remains for future research to clarify and explain these
curious results.

The correlation between the DCS, each factor, and
the four categories of concept (used in early research which
employed judges) was sufficiently high to indicate signifi-
cant similarity between the two methods of inquiry. This
relationship could be expected in view of the fact that the
content of the death-concept ﬁeasure‘was based upon the con-
cept elements which tﬂe judges in earlier research had identi-
fied. The fact that tﬁe relationship was not higher may
be viewed as ipdicative of differences in the level of
refinement of the two measurement techniques. The DCS and

its factors employ an interval level of measurement. Judge-

¢ q

/



rated categories are essentially ordinal measures, and

therefore are necessarily more subjective, and prone to
error, in their dimensions.

Furthermore, since those

responses upcn which judges do not agree can not be

clearly evaluated, they are often excluded. This is not

the case in an objective measure.

Specific effort . .to assess the reliability of the

DCS data was not made in the present study. There are
indications of internal reliability from the factor analysis

itself. A broader range of items, sampling each concept
variable, would improve the possibility of demonstrating

this, however. Furthermore, the emergence of the same
factors in the hypothesis-testing sample as in the measure

development sample attested to some stability in the

|
l
measurement characteristics of the death-concept measure. |

Better evidence of reliability is desirable, however, and

should be one of the aims of future research.

: \
While the previous resggarch has not focused

K
attention upon the influence of gender upon the death concep@,

it has often been a controlled wvariab

Te (Safier, 1964; Portz,.
965; Hansen, 1973; Peck, 1966; and B%;Euc,

'

1972). The \
- [} .‘l
present study found no significant relationship between

\
gender and the DCS or any of the concept elements.

This \
result should facilitate participant selection in the future

and extend the generalizability of research findings across \
the sexesg. ‘
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The measure developed in the present study met

////,z”ffthe objective of a éonvergent criterion, logically

characteristic'of a valid measure of the death concept.
The DCS correiated with earlier measures of the death
csncept and with both MA and CA. The finding of relation-
ships of similar magnitude be;ﬂgen MA and CA to the DCS
offered a possible resolution ﬁo the conflicting results

of Childers and Wimmer (1971} and Peck (1966) as to which

‘relationship was stronger. The non-parametric correlations

used in these studies are difficult to compare, and the two

studies employed different measufes of the death concept.

Therefore, there is a high probability that these observed

d;fferences were due both to variations in the concept K

elements that were used and to chance. a‘?éiJ/
The practical implications of this new measure

are several. First of all, research in the area of death-

LY

concept development had become deadlocked in recent years.
This was partly due to tﬁe-inability to investigate thé

more complex issues because of the absence of a continuous
measure of the death concept amenable to parametric analysis.
It is hoped that this new measure‘will make more elaborate
investigation possible. A second useful result from this
measure is the means for the development of norms, which it
provides. Norms can provide a standard reference for thﬁse
who wou}d need to assume what an average child of, say,

?,
eight knows about death. Such norms may be useful to
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pediatricians, teachers, counselors, and the like.
Anothé; possible use of_such a measure with norms is that
it can be used to assess the death-concept developmental
Progress of groups of children with unusual experiences,
e.g., earthquake, war, etc., to enhance our understanding
of the effects of such experiences.

In, summary, the experimental death—concep£
measure manifested both construct and criterion-related
validity. Furthermore, it produced a séoring system which
allows for the evaluation of the overall death concept
while alsé giving an indicatioﬂ“of performance on each of
the core features of the death concept. While the experi-
mental death-~concept measufe wéuld not yet be appropriate
in a clinical or educational setting, it has emerged és a
fundamentally sound experimental tool, as was intended.

IF is hoped that further research wili expand and clarify

the value of this measure.

SES, Experience, and the Death-Concept Developmént

The first ;esearch hypothesis held that socio-
economic.status would differentially influence the deveiop-
ment of the death concept. This hypothesis was not accepted,
because no significanﬁ.differences were demonstrated between
the death-concept scores of children of low, middle, and
high socioeconomic levels. Nor was any.difference found

on any of the factors of the death-concept measure. This
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finding is consistent with the results of Portz (1965) and
.Peck (1966) , which also demonstrated no significant ‘

influence from socioceconomic status upon the death doncept.

Tallmer, Formanek,.and Tallmer.t1974) provided
the only study to dateAwhich showed a differential effect
on the death concept of SES as measured by parental occupa
tion and neighboﬁrhood of residence. While many of the
details of that study are not available, they did'ccmpare
urban poor children, most of whom were Black, with middyias
class children, most of.whom were White. This suggests
the possibility of an ethnic difference between thg two
socioeconomic groups which were compared in that study.
Further research is needed to elucidate any possible effect
of SES.

The second research hypothesis of the present
study was that death-related experience would positively
affect the death concep£>of children compared with a control
group of no such .experience. This ﬁypothesis‘was supported
by the present investigation. This result is in line with
the research findings of Portz (1965} and Bolduc (1972),
which indicated that those children who had experlenced
the death of a family member manifested higher levels
death concept. - ‘ r“”

Peck's (1966) study found no effects from "death
experience" upon the death concept, where death experlence

referred both to the death of a family member or to iengihy
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sepération from the.fémily. This divefgence from the
’present fiﬁdings might be explained by several factors.
The "no experience" control group in the present study

was devoid of any exposure to concrete death experience,
not.qnly family-member death experience. The death
experience group in the Peck study included fosﬁer children,
who traditionally have severe and multiple deprivation
experiences which could retard dgyelopmenf generally and
thereby offset the gains which the truly death-experienced
children might display (A. Freud, lQGOY. Thus, it seems
reasonable to suggest that the death-experience group in
the Peck study waé not characteristic of typical children
with simple death—relaféd ekperienée.

Tallmer, Formanek, and Tallmer (1574); in
comparing a "death expérienceh group with a "no-death
experience" group, found no systematic effect from death
experience. Their death-experience group included children
whose parents had reported their children to have had "any
concrete death experience." This differs from the present
study” in two significant ways. Firstly, children's reports
of their own experiences. were the basis of the present
groupings. This seems more valid, since it involves a
firét—hana account rather than a secondary source of
repo?ted éxperience. Secondly, the definition of death-
related experieﬁce in the present study is more specific
and meaningful. 'It is quite unclear what would be included

e

#n "any concrete death experience." Furthermore, based on
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informal observation, it would bé difficult to find a
child ovér five years old who had never seén a dead bird
or otherranimal, for example on the highway. One must
therefore question just what the distinction was in the
.Tallmers et 2l study between children with "any concrete
deatﬂ experience" and those with no such experience.

The finding that death experience enhances
death-concept development has several theoreticai implica-
tions. If we assume Piaget's position that experience
enhances knowledge at critical times, then it is suggested
that almost any age is critical to the emergent understand-
ing of some aspect of the death concept. This is consistent
Wlth‘the present finding, since tHe death concept in
Piagetian terms is a complex concept whicﬁ/is incorporated
in the conceptual advapces at each cognitive developmental
- Stage. |

In psychoanalytic terms, the present fin?ing
Suggests that the struggle to understand death coﬁéeptu-
ally is indeed a part of the child's mourning process, as
was indicated by A. Freu&~4§960) and Furman (1964). Tt
further suggests that with appropriate'guidance around
the concept of death, this stumbling block to successful
mourning can be overcome.

The third reséarch hypothesis held that children
having separation experience would have impaired death

concepts compared to children from intacthfamilies, based
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.upon the earlier findings of Portz (1965). This hypothesis
was not only unacceptable, but the opposite‘wés found.
This finding is unprecedented. Portz (1965) found that
sepafation impaired dea£h'concepts in three- to ﬁine—year-
old children, who héd gxperienced lengthy separations from
. their mothers at an early age. The important and signifi-
cant differenég betwgen this study and the present one
lies in the def;ﬁfti;n of separation. The definition
employed here included children whose parents were either
separated or divorced,.where one of the parents was seen
infrequently.

Many researchers (Freud and Burlingham, 1944:
Spitz, 1945; BoWlby; 1360, and others) have consistently
found that early, lengthy separation from the mother figure
has a rather massive negative.effect on the entire develop-
ment of the child. A. Freud (1960) has pointed out that
such a separation is usually cémpoundéd by a losq of
familiar surroundings and a general upheaval of all those
conditions which comprise a secure reality for the child.,
As a result, such separations resemble much less the death
of a loved one and much more a personal death in life for
the child, sincé total separation implies that the child
loses his investment in thé world he knows. This experience
is very close to that described for adults near their own
death (Kubler~Ross, 1969). Within this‘contémtltthe finding
of Portz (1965) is entirely meaningful,;pgcggge,snch a

‘
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separation experience,/ as just described, should seriously

impair development, iincluding thét of the death concept.
The children with separation experience in the
present study had no [such devastating trauma as the children
in the Portz study. ey had merely been sépérated for lohg
periods of time from one parent, for the most part at no
eaflier than ééur years of age, while remaining in familiar
surroundingg. From an experiential point of view, this type
of event is truly separation, while the other sort of
experience is little different from ﬁersonal death. An
esséﬁtial difference between the two is the possibility of
return from separation in the latter case and the absence
of that possibility in death. ' -
The piectures that emerge here are of two guite
-different kinds of separation experience. The first is a
massivély traumatic expeéience, similar to a personal death,
which impairs the development of the death concept. The
second is.an experience which, though probably painful, is

far less devastating and more clearly a separation. This

‘latter type of separation appears to enhance the death

-

éoncept as it was measured in the present study.

Actually, these findings are quite reconcilable
if one views the development of the death concept as a
‘differentiating process. Such a process would begin with

the young child being unaware of: any differences between
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separation and death. Portz (1972) and A. Freud (1944) have
written that prior to the age of about five to seven, the
child equates death and separation cognitively as well as §
“affectively. Anthony (1940)7 Portz (1972), A. Freud (1944),
and many psychoéﬁalytic theorists have emphasized that death
' is viewed by ﬁhe.child as having the chargcteristics of
separation, e.g., temporary. reversible, and avoidable. -It
appears that thg reverse may also be true, such that separa-
tion is felt by the foung child to have the same gualities

as death. If the young child, in fact, experienced separation

as temporary, reversible, and avoidable, it would not be the
troublesome experience that it so often is to him. A Freud
(1944) and Bowlby (1973) have even observed that children
who were accustomed to the daily goings and comings.of their
fathers were able to accept lengthy separations from their
fathers without much apparent distress. This was not true

in the case of the father's death. Only as the child matures
do the concepts of temporal change become meaningful in
experience. What can be postulated here is that, for the
young child, the experience of loss is felt as both temporary
and perménent at the same time -~ that is, undifferentiated.
The child will demand that his dead pet wake up at the same
time and with equai afdar as he weeps at his permanent,
irreversible loss. When mother leaves on a trip, he laments
his hopeless abandonment at the same time as he demands her

return.
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It is entirely consistent, then, that both death-

related experience and simple separation experience can

serve aslconcrete facilitative events around which the child
may differentiate. the two phenomena. Furthermore, it is
also uﬁderstandable that a drastic, pervasive separation,
because it is experientially not‘very diffefent from personal
death, may make the differentiation of the two phéhoména
more difficult. - The validation of this proposal awaits

further inquiries, byt is supported by the present study.
, - u\, .

Evaluation, Contribution, Implication of the Research

This section will critically evaluate certain
asgects of the presented research which have particular
‘bearing upon future inquiry. An assessment of some important
methodolo;ical features will be made, and the implications
for future research will be outlined. |

The sampling procedure which included the decision
to extract the children to be used in the hypothesis teSting‘
from.the~normative sample had two obvious effects. Firstly,
‘it assured that the hypothesié-teéting sample came from the
sam@_population_as the nérmative sample. The Secona conse-
quenée was less positive.‘ Because many of the children with

A

death and separation experiences were extracted, the normative

sample was not representative in this respect. Thus, the

normative sample contained fewer children with death and

and separation experiences than could be expected to occur
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" dren's thinking ahout death.
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naturally. It is hooed that this could be avoided in
future normative studies with the deatthoncept measure._
The Otis Lennon Mental Abi%ity Test was used to
measure IQ and MA, and, as such; it served theadntended
purpose. This instrument, however, provides only a -gross
indication of cognitive development. It would be desirable
for future researchers to attempt to use more specific
“measures of the various elements of cognitive development.
ThlS might contribute to a richer understandlng of the
relatlonshlp of .the death concept to the processes of
. «cognitive development..
The death-concept measure that was developed and
employed in the pfesented research remains only an initial

attempt in the development of a new measure of the death

P, 1

“k oncept. The questxgnnalre developed here is still a research

tool.. It prov1des an 1nstrument %1th which future researcn§rs,

can begin to ask- more complex guéstions about tﬂe death c0ncept
whlch haye previously been - unanswered part1al%¥ because of

the absence of a parametrlc measurement technique. However,

1t must be granted that thlS DCS measurg&épes very llttle to 9

H

extend our knowledge of the nature and tlre rlchness Qf chil-
. . <

=

R _ e . R
) More validation studi®s are also needed. It s
.impossible- at thlS p01nt to know whether some of -the regults 3
7 -
ylelded by thé deathﬁconcept measure can be attrlbuted to

4'*) '
1nheremf¢bharacterlst1cs of the actual death concept or to

3

W
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liﬁltations of fhe instrument itself. A good e¥ample of |
this difficulty is the amount of varlablllty observed in the
percent correct responses of the upper age groups'shown in
‘Table 8. The?e abpears Ediﬁe_a goad deal of decreasing
understanding between ten and eleven Years of age for the
sample children. The 51gn1f1cance of this visual impression
was not'assessed. ’

| If one looks at Table 10, however, where a similar
variability can be noted among some of the factors and where
standard-deﬁiations are provided, one can see that the
variability is prepabiy hot of significant proportions to
greatly jeopardize the validity of the measure. It remains,
nevertheless,.fo be determined whether this variability is a
characteristic of the new measure, of the developing concept,
or of the sample of this p@rticular@§tudy. ‘There may be
severil explanations. Most obvious‘afe Weakness in the
measure and/or peculiarities of the-sample. One more interf
esting possibility is thaf death~concept development may be
saltatorial. That is, conceptual understending may reach a
peak at 9 or 10 years, and‘decrease‘slightly untixka fuller
‘understanding-is reached in?edolescence. Such a finding
woddd be in line with the thinking of some psychoanalytic
theorists (e.g., Wolfstein, 1966-'F1eming and Altschul,
-1963; and Deutch, 1937), who belleve that personal affectlve
-

integration with the death concept does not occur until |

!

»
i
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adolescencé{ﬁWbemonstration of the exsitence .of a saltatory
pattern of deaﬁh—condept development would require the

inclusion of older children and adolescents in.a future :
‘sample, and the questioning might include the affective

dimension of the understéhding of the phenomenon of death.

In a global seﬂée, the validity of the new death
measure holds, but in specific areas it remains to be
established. Additional reliability evidence is also
needed. It would greatly enhance the present measure if
it could be expaﬁded to include qther conceptual variables,
since the present questionnaire is primarily ahreformulation
of well established concept elements.

The techniques used to group children eccording
" to their death-related experience were fairly innovative and \z}
produced some interesting results. The "death experieﬁce“ /
group contained children who recalled the death of a familiar
person whom the child had seen more than once a week prlor
to the demise. This was the first known study to use children's
own reperts of their experience. Other studies have used
parental reports of the child's experience (Portz, 1965 Peck, .
1966; and Tallmer, Formanek, & Tallmer, 1974). 1In one sense
the present ﬁethod Sseems more valid, since it is a first-hand
account of recalled experience rather than being culled from
a secondary source., On the other hand, a young child who

senses the examiner's interest may fabricate an experience in



an effort to please the adult. Thus?, perhaps a more reliable

way of obtaining indicators of experience would be a dual

‘approach, combining a child's recollection with parental

corroboration.

A further novel feature of the "death ekperiénce"
grquping was the definition of "death experience;:— The
presenttdefiﬁition encoempasses a breoader range than the death
of a primary family member, which was used by Portz (1965)
and to some extent by Peck (1966). It is,.however, more
specific than "any concrete death eﬁperience," which was the
definition of Tallmer, Formanek, and Tallmer (1974). A
qualitatiﬁg,comparison of the degrees of.death experipnces
is needed. Such an investigation would clari%y th ole of
death: experiences and iﬁprove'the meaningful selecticn of
future subjects with death experience.

The method used for selecting children with separa-
tion experiences was discussed in some detail earlier. The
effect of this technique, however, has raised numerous
questions about the developmental effects of separation
experience per se, in addition to the role such experience
plays in the development of the death cohcept. The present
study suggests that certain types of separation may have
some positive effects. Further study of the differentidl
effects of various types of separation experiences seems

very much warranted. This.étudy,_for examnple, offers no
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data on such important factors as age at iﬁiﬁial separation
and dﬁration of separation. It is hoped that future investiga-
tors will employ & more_specifié and controlled definition
of separation.

A final point should be raised with respect to the
nature of the control éroup. In the present study, this group
contained children who -did not recall ever having known or

seen anyone who had died, nor havi had a pet who had died.

e

The use of such a control group has particular mérit when one
considers the vast array of potentially influential experiences
which fall between a death in the child's own family aﬁd no
concrete death experience of any kind. The nature of such a
control.groupzfaises éome guestions, however. There is the
possibility tﬁat-such children may represent an artificial,

albeit common, population, impoverished in significant life

by

experiences. It would seem wise, therefore, to compare such
"no concrete death experience" children which other children
who have ‘some usual experienceé with death, apart from actual
bereaéement. Such a study would clarify whether such control
is meaningful. Further, it would give an indication %f how
such "inekperiéncedP children differ from the more heterogene-

ously experienfed, non-bereaved population of children.
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Summary and Conclusion -

The purpose of the present study'was twofoldiy‘
The first go%l was to construct an objective, continuous
measure of the death concept in children. The second
objective was to re-evaluate the roles of death-related
experience, separation, and socioeconomic level in the
development of the death concept.

In view of the first objective, an experimental
death-concept measure was constructed. The responses of
609 children between five and twelve vears of age t; the
experimentél death—concept.measure and the Qtis—Leﬁnon Mental
Ability test were investigated. Demographic information was
obtained from the parents of the participatiﬁg children {n
order to determine the socioceconomic level of functioning.

The experimental death-concept measure was shown
to contain seven factors which .correspond to-the death-
concept features found in earlier research. An interval-
level scoring system was devised which‘givesian overall death-
concept score as well as indications of performance on each
factor. Evidence for the construct and criterion ﬁaliaity
was demonstrated, and the first objective was, theréfore,
accomplished.

«~ The first hypothesis, which held that socioeconomic

level would differeﬁtially influence the develcopment of the

death concept, was not confirmed. This finding is in
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agreement with two earlier studies. It is euggested that
the single study which found this factor to be significant'
may. have reflected uncontrolled cultural differences. The
second hypothesis, that death-concept experience improves
the death concept, was supported and in agreement W1th some
previous research fingzhée. The fact that two earlier
studies did not find tﬁie result is viewed as due to major
methodological flaws. &he third hypothesis, that separation
would impailr death conoepts, was not proven; on the contrary,
an enhancing effect fro% simple separation was demonstrated.
This finding is seen as Eheoreticéily consistent with the
view that younger chlldren do not differentiate’ separatlon

\

from death. Simple separaﬁlon is shown to enhancé the

~

!

differentiation, while it ;s\speculated that theé more perva-

sive death-like separation,'stﬁdied in the past, may obscuré N

~

the distinction between death aﬁd separation.

%

The several methodoiogrpal advances which were
made in the present study were eteluated,‘and their implica-
tions for future inguiry were discussed. Further research
is needed to clarify and extend the validity of the death-
concept measure. This measure opens the door for more
complex and detailed studies of the development of the death

concept, with the goal of understanding its governing

principles. . h
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Appendix‘hﬁ

Experimental Death Questioﬁnaire
&
Do you'know what death means?
Does a T.V. die?
Do clouds die? . o=
Do animals die? |
Do people ﬁie?
Can somecne die more than once?
Does death last forever?
When someone is dead do they usually stay déﬁd?
Can dead things be brought back tc life? =«
Do some peo?le live forever? L
Will everybésy die?
Can dead people think about things? ™
Do dead things ever feel hungry or cold?
Caﬁ dead people wmove? o
Can dead people do anything? .
Do living things die only when they are killed? ‘
Do only old people die? ‘ .
Do all living things die ‘at sométiﬁe?
Does someone always make things dig?
Do living things usually die on purpose?
Could something living die at any time?
Will anyone you know every die? h
Will anyone in your family ever die?

A S »

Will. you ever die?
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Appendix B

- . Parents Questionnaire:

Childs Name: .II.......:I..l-l....ll.........l‘...-lll..lll

.

Birthdate: -llll..'l..lio.I-l..lllll-.. ----- o..-‘o-n---o.----

Age: LA B B N L I N I N I N N N N R ]
Grade: LI A R B R T I O I B R R R B A RN A S ; A e 0 E E e R T T el LA e
Sex: L N N N N N N N N ; LR IR B L LN Y B B I Y S R R

‘Parental Marital Status: --'-------u-oooc-nn----------oolo..

//»”’\

Father's OccUPAtion:  “vuvieeeuoeeeeuncsnsnesssaanenances

LA N R R R R R I I R R I I RN

Mother's Occupation:

Religous Preference:

8 2 2 4 00 4 4 s e e s s e lerse e

Very Active ......fves..

-

Religidus Activity: ' AP
/+ Moderately Active .....cccvieinnn

Not ACtiVE IllllI:....l..'...lll..l'



A

Experience Questions:

25. -Did YOh'ever know anyone who-died? Who? Relations ip?

26.

27.

28.,

29.

Appendix C

T

A

Did you ever have a pet die? . e

-
-

pid you e#er see anyone orf/anything that was dead?

Who or What{was dead?} { Relationship?
What chuxi? do ySu’attend? (religion)
Ddi§6u have any brothers or sisters? -Number and age

-

each.

90
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~ Appendix D

Dear Parent:

. Your child has been selected as a potential ﬁarticipant

for research being conducted by a doctoral student from the

University of Ottawa. Your permission is required for her/him
to participate.

The project is concernéﬁ—;lth childrens understandlng
of the difference between animate and inanimate objects. Your
child will be asked questions about the differences between
things that are living and things that are noff. The interviews
required would be carried out during school, but w1ll.not '
involve any 51gn1f1cant loss of class tlme.

1
. Your Chlld s participationr would be very much-
apprec1ated. If you have any further questions please contact
Suzanne Derry at 232 4558 between 4 00 and 6:00 pm. - :

L4

" Thank you,

. 7 . " principal, K

Please fill out and return to school: T T

My child may seeeees may not ....... participate in the
above outlined projﬁct. -

Child%s name ............u.......;..}........ Gradé eosssevus

i

Parent's signature r
If you have agreed to your chlld's part1c1pat10n, please fill
out the following questlonnalre.



Begin: . o “ (7——\ﬁ\\\

Appehdix E

Examiner Instructions.for Death Questionnaire

I'm going to ask you some questions, because I want to
know what you think. There is not neéessarily a right

answer, so if you don't know_an answer, tell me what your

92

ideas are-about the question. If you do not want to answer; -

- .

you don't have to.

End:

-

e

Thank you very much for helping me; do you have any

questions you would like to -ask me about what we have done?
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APPENDIX G

Communalities, Eigenvalues, and Percent of Variance
: for Unrotated Factors

94

EST -

VARIABLE COMMUNALITY FACTOR EIGENVALUE $ OF VAR CM 3%
VARO1 0.28866 1 3.99548 16.6 - 16.6
VAR02 0.16549 2 2,31625 9.7 26.3
VARO3 0.15322 3 1.71021 7.1 +33.4
VARO4 -~ 0.40241 4 1.41348 5.9 39.3
VARO5 0.31930 5 1.31295 5.5 44.8
VARO6. - 0,21100 6 1.19003 5.0 49.7
VARO7 - 0.17618 7 1.09600 4.6 54,3
VAROS 0.21779 8 0,97085 4.0 58,4
VAR09 " 0.15994 9 0.93977 3.9 62.3
VAR10 . 0.18667 10 0.88601 3.7 66.0
VAR11 0.28848 11 0.87527 3.6 £9.6
VARI2 \\\\\ ' 0.437 12 0.80971 3.4 73.0
VAR13 . 0.23475 . 0.73791 " 3.1 76.1
VAR14 ‘. 0.29297 . .14 0.70395 . 2.9 79.0
VAR15 0.52440 15 0.66864 - 2.8 81.8
VAR16 0.34919 16 0.66037 2.8 84.5
VARL7 0.38599 17 0.63941 2.7 87.2

_*VARLS 0.21140 18 0.59159 2.5 89.7
VARL9 T 0.22395 19 0.53025 2.2 " 91.9
VAR20 . 0.14158 20 0.50044 2.1 " 94,0
VAR21 0.24775 21 0.46862 2.0 95.9
VAR22 0.36112 22 0.37766 1.6 97.5 -
VAR23 . 0.41201 23 0.34091 1.4 98.9
VAR24 0.47900 24 0.26409 1.1 100.0

’

Convergence required 11 iterations ' ’
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APPENDIX H

Frequency of Religious affiliation

400 - .
- 350 - - o

300 - . ' o IR

250 - . " . T

200 - ’ -———1

‘150 - '

100 - )

50 -~ —_—
(f, 88 LZOG [ 47] -%68”4
- T

Roman Protestant Non- ) No

Catholic Christian Affiliation

Occupational Scale of the
Index of Social Position Rating

Lt thA
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APPENDIX T .

Standard Measure of Occupational Categories

1 = EXECUTIVE OR MAJOR PROFESSYONAL

Thls category 1ncludes senior and junior executlves,
presidents, vice-presidents, chairmen and members of the board
of directors of large .companies, etc.  Alseo Doctors, Lawyenf
Englneere, Dentists, Professprs, Architects, etc. ‘

B 1
2 e MIDDLE MANAGEMENT AND LESSER PROFESSIONALS .

This category includes general managers, sales managers,
production managers, secondary and elementary school teachers,
registered nurses, accountants, clergymen, etc.

3 = ADMINISTRATORS OR SUPERVISORS AND SMALL BUSINESS OWNERS

Admlnlstrators are those 1nvolved w1th the management of
service institutions such as hospltals, social agencies, govern-
ment agenc1es, educational agencies, etc. Superv1sors are those
people who in their working roles are charged with co-ordinating
and directly watching ovér the work of others (é- ‘g., inspectors,
foremen). Small business owners include all those people who
are self employed and/or have other employees. Some examples
are retailers, tailors, jewelers, grocers,, electr1c1ans, con-
tractors, etc.

4 = CLERICAL OR TECHNICAL PERSONNEL

Clerical personnel are-typically white-collar workers who
are engaged in the single, repetitive routine tasks of recording
information and reporting statistics. These include stenogra-
phers, secretaries, bookkeepers, cashiers,. telephone operators,
office machine operators, etc. Technical personnel are techni-
cians who have a high -level of competence and .skill in occupa-=
tions resulting from new technology. This includes laboratory
technicians, electricians, surveyors, draftsmen, radiologists,
computor operators, etc.

5 = SKILLED WORKERS OR CRAFTSMEN

Skilled workers or craftsmen are those workers who possess
distinctive abilities in producing a product or prov1d1ng a
service and who achieve a certain degree of competence in order
to be designated as a master rather than an apprentice. Some
examples are commercial artists, musicians, mechanics, appliance -

v
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servicemen,  carpenters, painters, plumbers, crane operators,
machinists, etec. - :

6 = SEMISKILLED WORKERS

-
\

This category includes those, who have low level abilities
which are not very difficult to acquire. Some examples are
hairdressers, barbers, bartenders, truck drivers, deliverymen, -
" bus drivers, etc.

7 = UNSKILLED LABOURERS

Unskilled workers include all those workers engaged in

" manual labor requiring no special skills. This includes farm
labourers, factory and construction labourers, and service
.labourers. Some examples are dockworkers,. .Mminers, janitors,
farmhands, unskilled construction wo*kers, wa1t£e$ses, domes-
tics, etec. . - . '

8= HOUSEWIFE | e Ty
This category includes women who have no occupatmon out—
side the home. . _ X L

-

<

9 = STUDENT

This categcry includes persons who are full ~time students-
at an .educational institution. If it i% only a part-~time
student, then the occupation which takes up the rest of the
person's time should be coded. B : B

.. 0 = Unknown.
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Elizabeth, Maine, and graduated from St. Joseph's Academy

for Girls in 1965. In September, 1965, she entered the

College of Liberal Arts at the University of Maine, from
which she graduated with the B.A. degree in psychology in
1969. 1In September, 1969, she entered the College 6£

Graduate Studies at the University of Rhode Island, from

" which .she graduated with the M.S. degree in school psycho-

logy in 1975. Prior to receiving the M.S. degree, she
served a one-year internship at the Nathan ﬁishop School, -

Providence, Rhode Island. 1In September, 1971, she began

'a three-vear term of employment as staff psychologist with

the York County Counselling Service, a comprehensive .mental

health center in southern Maine. 1In September, 1975, she

entered the Faculty of Psychology of the College of Graduate

Studies at the University of Ottawa. Prior to the awarding
of the Ph.D. degiqe, she served as an intern in psychodiag-
nostics and psychotherapy at the Child Study Center of the

University of Ottawa.
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