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To investigate whether children’s understanding of the concept of death varies as a
function of death experience and age, 52 children aged 7, 9, and 11 years (26
had a personal death experience), drew a picture reflecting the meaning of the
word death and completed the Death Concept Questionnaire for examination
of Human and Animal Death. The results showed that the 2 methodological tools
used offered complementary information and that children’s understanding of
death is related both to age and past experience. Children with death experience
seem to have a more realistic understanding of death than their inexperienced
age-mates. As regards to the effect of age, our findings support the assumption
that the different components of death develop through different processes.

Striving to understand death is a difficult challenge for children.
An important reason for this difficulty is that the concept of death
is not a simple notion. It incorporates social and cultural beliefs,
personal and emotional issues, religious assumptions, and concep-
tual understandings (Slaughter, 2005). Adults understand death
fundamentally as a biological event and this understanding
influences the other facets of this concept. Adults recognize that
death comes to all living things, is the final stage in the life cycle,
is inevitable and irreversible, and is caused by a breakdown in
the functioning of the body. Research on children’s conceptions
of death has primarily investigated how similar are children’s
concepts to those of adults (Kenyon, 2001). A review of more than
100 research studies conducted between 1934 and the early 1990s
(Speece & Brent, 1996) concluded that there are four principal
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subconcepts involved in childrens’ concept of death: irreversibility,
finality or non-functionality, causality, and inevitability.

A large body of literature has investigated relationships
between children’s concepts of death and such variables as age,
gender, developmental level, socioeconomic status of the family,
religious beliefs, and previous experience with death (Kane,
1979; Speece & Brent, 1984; Wass, 1991). Many of these studies
focus on the influence of cognitive maturity and age on the com-
prehension of death (e.g., Mahon, Goldberg, & Washington,
1999). Experts rationalize this emphasis on cognition and maturity
by the conviction that death is a highly abstract concept that
requires the ability to differentiate between animate and inanimate
objects, the differentiation of self from non-self, the comprehension
of futurity of time, and so on (Kastenbaum & Aisenberg, 1972). It is
assumed that children’s death concepts change with age, that older
children have more accurate death concepts (Orbach, Talmon,
Kedem, & Har-Even, 1987), and that the developmental pro-
gression of subcomponent acquisition reflects general aspects of
children’s cognitive development (Speece & Brent, 1984), with
the more concrete, clearly defined subcomponents (universality,
irreversibility) being acquired before the relatively more complex
and abstract subcomponents (finality and causality).

Researchers in this tradition concluded that children do not
grasp all the subcomponents of death, and therefore lack a mature
understanding of death, before age 7 at the earliest (Speece &
Brent, 1996). According to Speece and Brent (1984) children
achieve the three components, irreversibility, finality, and inevita-
bility, between 5 and 7 years, but a full understanding of the com-
ponents about 10 years of age. Causality is the final subconcept to
be acquired, perhaps because understanding the causal mechan-
isms that result in the breakdown of bodily functioning leading
to death is the most complex component of the death concept
(Kenyon, 2001; Slaughter & Griffiths, 2007).

Additional research sought to investigate whether personal
experience of death affects how children understand death. Some
studies indicate that children who have direct, personal experience
of death show relatively advanced understanding (Hunter & Smith,
2008). Other studies showed that children who suffered protracted
illness or hospitalizationmay be accelerated in the acquisition of irre-
versibility and causation, reflecting a relatively early understanding

48 F. Bonoti et al.



of the medical=biological nature of death (Jay, Green, Johnson,
Caldwell, & Nitschke, 1987; O’Halloran & Altmaier, 1996).
Contrary evidence emerged from Cotton and Range’s study
(1990) of 6- to 12-year-old children. Children who had lost a loved
one showed less accurate death concepts than did children with
no such experience. Similarly, Mahon’s study (1993) of 5- to
12-year-old children who lost siblings from trauma, found that these
children’s death concept scores did not differ frommatched controls.
The lack of consensus about the effects of previous experiences on
concept acquisition might be the result of various methodologies
and instruments used, the different contexts studied, and the
various definitions for conceptualizing the meaning of death (Mahon
et al., 1999).

The study of children’s development of a mature concept of
death has been done in various ways.Many researchers have focused
on the acquisition of the subconcepts of death, by using question-
naires and structured interviews. Others have proposed the use of
phenomenological and naturalistic alternatives (Neimeyer, Moser,
& Wittkowski, 2003), such as storytelling (Guy, 1993), free-response
narratives (Holcomb, Neimeyer, & Moore, 1993), spontaneous and
guided play (Wass et al., 1983), or children’s drawings (Tamm &
Granqvist, 1995; Yang & Chen, 2002).

Drawings as an assessment tool has not been investigated
extensively. In one of the earliest studies in Hungary, Nagy
(1948) combined drawings, written compositions, and verbal dis-
cussions to explore children’s thoughts and feelings about death.
Her finding was that children tended to personify death between
the ages of 5 to 9. This finding was also reported by Lonetto
(1980), who used Canadian children’s drawings.

More recently, Tamm and Granqvist (1995) used children’s
drawings as a methodological tool, arguing that the usual
well-structured methods in quantitative approaches do not permit
full capture of the meaning that children attribute to death. They
analyzed children’s drawings and verbal description of their
productions using the phenomenographic method and identified
content-specific categories: (a) biological death, in which children
represented the death of the body as a violent event, as the
moment of death or as a state (i.e., funeral scene, person in a coffin,
graveyard); (b) psychological death, in which drawings depicted
emotions associated with death such as sorrow, mental imageries
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and emptiness; and (c) metaphysical death, in which drawings
represented religious or metaphysical themes related to death such
as the tunnel phenomenon, the mystery of death, or heaven and
hell. Younger children (aged 9 to 12) represented death in biologi-
cal terms and more specifically concentrated on violent death and
rituals of the dead, whereas older ones (aged 15 to 18) represented
death in a religious and philosophical manner. In other words,
they reported a developmental trend from a biological concept
of death to a metaphysical one. The same pattern of pictorial
development has also been reported by Yang and Chen (2002)
who investigated 8—10-year-old Chinese children. Their study,
however, found no associations among depicted death concepts
and children’s prior experience of loss of a relative or a pet.

The present study combined two different methods in asses-
sing children’s understanding of death, a questionnaire, and chil-
dren’s drawings. We hypothesized that drawings could be fruitful
especially for those children who had experienced death within
their family, because drawings might help children to talk about
experiences that otherwise might find difficult to express. More-
over, drawings enhance the quantity of information children reveal
about their past experience, as well as that they provide more
accurate information compared to those obtained through
narratives (Gross & Hayne, 1998). Gross and Hayne argued that
drawings decrease the social demands of the interview, allowing
children to feel more comfortable, facilitate memory retrieval
because children’s pictorial representations offer them effective
retrieval cues, and help children organize their verbal reports.
We hypothesized that on both the questionnaire and in the draw-
ings, older children with personal death experience would have
more mature death concepts compared to younger children with
no death experience.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 52 children (29 boys, 23 girls) in three age
groups: 7 (n¼ 12, M¼ 7.5), 9 (n¼ 20, M¼ 9.6), and 11 (n¼ 20,
M¼ 11.4). Children with death experience (n¼ 26) were selected
first and then were matched-paired according to age with children
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who had not experienced death. Death experience was operationa-
lized as teacher report of the child’s experience with death in the
immediate family or death in the extended family. Participants
were randomly selected from the school population of Volos,
Greece, and all came from middle-income families. Written parent
consent was obtained, the purpose of the study was explained to
children and they were given the option not to participate if they
preferred.

Instruments

Children were given a blank sheet of paper, a pencil, an eraser,
and five colored (red, black, yellow, green, and blue) pencils and
were asked to draw ‘‘whatever the word death brought to mind.’’
After completing their drawing they were asked to explain it.
Children’s drawings were scored according to the Tamm and
Granqvist (1995) system, which describes three superordinate cate-
gories and 10 subordinate content-specific categories. Biological
death includes drawings of (a) a violent deathly event, (b) the
moment of death, and (c) the dead person, the funeral, or the
grave. Psychological death includes drawings of (d) the emotional
reaction to death, (e) thoughts and anxieties associated with death,
and (f) the notion of emptiness. Metaphysical death includes
drawings of (g) near-death experiences, (h) the mystery of death,
(i) personification of death, and (j) heaven and hell.

Although Tamm and Granqvist (1995) assigned each drawing
to one superordinate category, we examined whether each draw-
ing presented features that could be classified in more than one
category because preliminary inspection of drawing data revealed
that many representations included elements from two or three
superordinate categories. Representative drawings scored accord-
ing to this categorical system of classification are presented in
Figure 1. All drawings were scored independently by two judges.
Agreement between raters was 95%.

Death concept questionnaire (Smilansky, 1987) consists of two
sets of questions, 13 about human and 13 about animal death. The
questions refer to five different aspects of death: finality (e.g., Can a
dead person feel?), irreversibility (e.g., Can a dead person live again?),
causality (e.g., How does one die?), universality (e.g., Does everybody
die?), and old age (e.g.,Who gets old?). Factor analysis of the instrument
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FIGURE 1 Representative drawings assessed according to Tamm and
Granqvist’s (1995) categorical system of classification. (The verbal description
of the drawing as well as drawer’s gender and age is indicated by each drawing:
M¼boy, F¼ girl, age in years and months.).
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yielded four factors: irreversibility, non-functionality, causality, and
inevitability of death and old age. Smilansky found that inevitability
and old age comprise one factor, so we combined these two subcon-
cepts. Scores in each component can range from 0 to 3, with 3 indicat-
ing more complete development of the concept. Scores are based on
the correctness of answer and sophistication of the child’s explanation
to the questions. Total scores for human and animal death are the
sum of the four subconcepts. The questionnaire is administered indi-
vidually in the form of a structured interview lasting approximately
15 minutes. Smilansky (1987) reported that the test-retest reliability
coefficient with a 6-week interval is .84 and the alpha as .77. The
alpha for the present study was .81.

Procedure

The study was presented to the children as a way of learning about
their thoughts about life and death. Children were first asked to
draw and then to answer the questions. The death concept ques-
tionnaire interviews were conducted individually, at children’s
schools, in a private area by one of the researchers. Children’s
responses were written verbatim and scored by the interviewer.
No child indicated any signs of stress when being interviewed.

Results

As expected, children who had death experience were significantly
different from those who had not in human irreversibility, t(50)¼
2.51, p¼ .015, Eta2¼ .11, human non-functionality, t(50)¼ 1.94,
p¼ .05, Eta2¼ .07, and total human death, t(50)¼ 3.35, p¼ .002,
Eta2¼ .18 (see Table 1). Differences between the two groups
regarding their understanding of animal death were not statistically
significant.

Almost all children (N¼ 21) with personal death experience
drew scenes of the dead person, the funeral, or the grave, and none
of them drew a violent death (i.e., murder or shooting). In contrast,
13 of the children with no death experience drew violent death,
x2(1)¼ 8.56, p¼ .005 (see Table 2). Most children in both groups
included elements reflecting the biological concept of death
in their drawings, few included psychological and metaphysical
elements, and the frequency was about the same across groups.
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Age had a statistically significant effect on human causality,
F(2, 51)¼ 3.67, p¼ .033, Eta2¼ .13; animal causality, F(2, 51)¼
5.35, p¼ .008, Eta2¼ .18; animal inevitability, F(2, 51)¼ 3.46,

TABLE 1 Means (and SDs) of Children’s Scores on the Death Concept
Questionnaire According to Their Personal Death Experience

Subconcepts of death
Children without
death experience

Children with
death experience

Human death
Causality 1.35 (.79) 1.69 (.84)
Irreversibility 1.62 (.85) 2.19 (.80)
Non-fuctionality 1.54 (1.10) 2.08 (.89)
Inevitability 2.42 (1.20) 2.65 (.74)
Total human death score 6.92 (1.67) 8.62 (1.96)

Animal death
Causality 1.73 (.77) 1.58 (.94)
Irreversibility 1.96 (.77) 2.00 (.63)
Non-functionality 2.08 (.74) 1.88 (.95)
Inevitability 2.54 (.98) 2.72 (.84)
Total animal death score 8.31 (2.27) 8.11 (2.00)

TABLE 2 Distribution of Drawings in the Categories Proposed by Tamm and
Granqvist (1995) by Group

Category
With death
experience

Without death
experience

I. Biological 23 24
A. Violent death
A1. shooting 0 4
A2. murder scenes 0 3
A3. accidents 1 4
B. Moment of death 1 0
C. Dead person-grave 21 13

II. Psychological 5 3
D. Sorrow 3 1
E. Mental Imageries 1 1
F. Emptiness 1 1

III. Metaphysical 3 4
G. Tunnel phenomenon 0 0
H. Mystery of death 2 2
I. Personification 0 1
J. Heaven–hell 1 1
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p¼ .039, Eta2¼ .12; and total score of animal death, F(2, 51)¼
3.78, p¼ .030, Eta2¼ .13. Post hoc Scheffé tests revealed significant
differences between (a) 7- and 11-year-olds on human causality
(M¼ 1.08 vs. 1.85, respectively), (b) 7- and 9-, as well as between

TABLE 3 Means (and SDs) of Children’s Scores on the Death Concept
Questionnaire by Age

Subconcepts of death 7-year-olds 9-year-olds 11-year-olds Total

Human death
Causality 1.08 (.67)� 1.45 (.68) 1.85 (.93)� 1.52 (.82)
Irreversibility 1.83 (1.03) 2.05 (.82) 1.80 (.83) 1.90 (.87)
Non-fuctionality 1.58 (1.16) 2.00 (.91) 1.75 (1.07) 1.81 (1.03)
Inevitability 2.33 (1.07) 2.60 (.99) 2.60 (.99) 2.54 (.99)
Total human death score 6.83 (2.69) 8.10 (1.77) 8.00 (1.62) 7.76 (1.99)

Animal death
Causality 1.00 (.85)� 1.90 (.85)� 1.80 (.69)� 1.65 (.86)
Irreversibility 1.91 (.67) 2.05 (.60) 1.95 (.82) 1.98 (.69)
Non-fuctionality 1.92 (.90) 2.00 (.79) 2.00 (.91) 1.98 (.85)
Inevitability 2.18 (1.16) 2.50 (1.10) 3.00 (.00) 2.64 (.90)
Total animal death score 6.83 (2.69)� 8.45 (1.90) 8.80 (1.64)� 8.21 (2.12)

�p< .05.

TABLE 4 Distribution of Drawings in Tamm and Granqvist’s (1995) Categories
by Age

Category 7-year-olds 9-year olds 11-year olds

I. Biological 12 20 15
A. Violent death
A1. shooting 1 3 0
A2. murder scenes 0 0 3
A3. accidents 2 2 1
B. Moment of death 1 0 0
C. Dead person-grave 8 15 11

II. Psychological 1 2 5
D. Sorrow 1 0 3
E. Mental Imageries 0 1 1
F. Emptiness 0 1 1

III. Metaphysical 0 5 2
G. Tunnel phenomenon 0 0 0
H. Mystery of death 0 4 0
I. Personification 0 1 0
J. Heaven – Hell 0 0 2
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7- and 11-year-olds on animal causality (M¼ 1.00, 1.90, and 1.80
for 7-, 9-, and 11-year-olds, respectively), and (c) 7- and 11-year-
olds on total animal score (M¼ 6.83 vs. 8.80 for 7- and 11-year-
olds, respectively). (See Table 3).

Table 4 presents the distribution of drawings in Tamm and
Granqvist’s (1995) categories by age. A Kruskal-Wallis analysis
of variance indicated that the three age groups were statistically
significantly different on biological, v2(2)¼ 7.07, p< .05, were
marginally different on metaphysical, v2(2)¼ 4.84, p¼ .09, and
were not significantly different on psychological dimension. The
7-year-olds almost exclusively depicted biological dimensions,
whereas the two older groups included some psychological and
metaphysical dimensions. However, 9- and 11-year-olds pre-
dominantly portrayed biological dimensions. All age groups drew
a scene representing the dead person, the funeral, or the grave, and
very few of them draw violent deathly scenes.

Discussion

Present results show children having death experience appear to
have a better understanding of death than their inexperienced age-
mates, particularly in relation to human (but not animal) irreversi-
bility and non-functionality, a result consistent with previous
findings (Kenyon, 2001). The finding that children in both groups
have a similar understanding of the two subconcepts (irreversibility
and non-functionality) in relation to animal, but not to human
death is a result that needs further investigation. In addition, chil-
dren with death experience obtained similar scores in both human
(M¼ 8.62) and animal (M¼ 8.11) death, whereas children with no
death experience had a more mature understanding of animal
(M¼ 8.31) than human (M¼ 6.92) death. A possible explanation
is that children with no death experience know more about animal
death and less about human death because most of their encoun-
ters are with animal death (Orbach et al., 1987).

The analysis of drawings revealed some subtle qualitative dif-
ferences between the two groups. Children with death experience
typically depicted scenes portraying the ritual of death, but about
half the children with no death experience drew violent death
scenes. We might assume that children with death experience pro-
duced realistic drawings reflecting their own personal experience,
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such as memories from their relative’s death or funeral. On
the other hand, children who had no death personal experience
probably used information from television or other media.

Age had an impact on causality of both human and animal
death. Although this is not a new finding, it confirms previous
research (Orbach et al., 1987) and is in accordance with the sugges-
tion of White, Elsom, and Prawat (1978) who stated that causality is
a ‘‘scientific concept’’ learned through experience.

Further, 11-year-old children tended to give more immature
answers on irreversibility and non-functionality, a tendency also
reported in other research (Brent, Lin, Speece, Dong, & Yang,
1996; Candy-Gibbs, Sharp, & Petrun, 1984–1985; Noppe &Noppe,
1997). Brent et al. (1996) proposed that although children under-
stand the basic components of the concept of death early, they
revise their understanding of irreversibility and non-functionality
during middle childhood by abandoning scientific explanations in
favor of non-naturalistic, spiritual ones. Similarly, Noppe and
Noppe (1997), examining the death concepts of adolescents in
senior elementary school, high school, and college, found that a
high number of senior elementary school and college students
expressed beliefs in non-corporeal continuity. Thus, it seems that
the concepts of irreversibility and non-functionality undergo
‘‘reconstruction,’’ which might represent a shift from rule-based cat-
egorical reasoning based upon biological imperatives, typical of
younger children, to reasoning based on more socially based expla-
nations such as reincarnation, spiritual understanding, and energy
continuation (Kenyon, 2001). The explanations given by present
11-year-olds support this view. One child stated that ‘‘one man
can perk up, because during the Second Coming everybody will
perk up.’’ Another explained that ‘‘most people die from accidents,
organic problems but sometimes God desires to take away some
people in order to test them or to relieve them from pain.’’ The
same trend can be observed in the 11-year-olds’ drawings that
depicted metaphysical elements, whereas the younger group
exclusively depicted biological elements. The predominance of
biological elements in younger children’s drawings is in accordance
with previous studies (Tamm & Granqvist, 1995; Yang & Chen,
2002) in which biological elements are particularly significant until
the age of 15. Taking into account that the present sample
was slightly younger and came from a totally different cultural
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background, this finding seems to support the universality in
children’s developing understanding of death. Cross-cultural com-
parisons are needed to highlight the possible impact of cultural
and religious factors.

Understanding what children know about death, how they
acquire this knowledge, and what affects the development of that
understanding is important in grief counseling for children and
also is crucial for parents and teachers who frequently encounter
children’s questions about death. Although the present study con-
tributes to the body of knowledge on children’s understanding of
death, there are some noteworthy limitations. One limitation is
our relatively small sample size (n¼ 52). Another limitation is that
given the cross-sectional nature of the data, we were unable to test
for possible causal relationships among the variables.

The contribution of the present study to the relevant literature
is the confirmation of the previous finding—that the different
components of the death concept possibly develop through differ-
ent processes, and that the concepts of irreversibility and non-
functionality appear to undergo a shift in later childhood, as
children move away from the biologically bound explanations
and entertain abstract notions of spirituality. The novel outcome
of the present study was that this finding was supported by both
the children’s responses to the death concept questionnaire and
their drawings. The finding that older children tended to entertain
more metaphysical, spiritual explanations of death and expressed a
belief in some sort of afterlife continuity might reflect the influence
of the cultural context which generally emphasizes a belief in
con-corporeal continuity.

A finding of the present study that also needs further investi-
gation is that the subconcepts of the death construct might follow
a different developmental path in relation to human death as
opposed to animal death. In such a case, it is possible that besides
cognitive maturity other factors might be more influential in the
development of the death concept.

Finally, it is noteworthy and in need of further confirmation
with larger samples the complete absence of violent scenes of death
in the group of children with death experience. This finding might
indicate the crucial role of experience in the development of a
realistic understanding of death and on the other hand the impact
of media in the formation of ideas that do not represent everyday life.
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