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ABSTRACT
Children encounter death in everyday life, through family, peers, media, and health care. Opportunities for meaningful en-
gagement with death-related topics are limited. In this article, we reimagine death literacy—the knowledge and skills needed to 
navigate dying, death, and bereavement—through a child-centred, social constructionist lens. Existing frameworks are adult-
oriented, emphasising procedural and caregiving knowledge. We propose a critical literacy approach that recognises adults' 
child-relational capacities and children as social agents who co-construct knowledge about death and dying in interaction with 
others. Then, rather than a fixed set of competencies, death literacy is instead viewed as a socially produced phenomenon shaped 
by language, cultural narratives, and everyday practices. With a focus on the Swedish context, we highlight how children expe-
rience death in different social arenas, navigating routines, and complex emotional and philosophical questions. By examining 
children's perspectives and experiences, especially end-of-life experiences, we call for inclusive, dialogical practices that support 
children's participation in death-related communication and knowledge production. Our contribution lies in broadening the 
understanding of childhood as a critical life phase for navigating death and dying, and advancing a child-centred model of death 
literacy that foregrounds relational, cultural, and communicative dimensions. We show how adults' death literacy, especially 
among caregivers, educators, and other professionals, conditions children's opportunities for participation, understanding, and 
well-being. We conclude that viewing death literacy not as an individual capacity but as a set of socio-culturally grounded re-
sources co-produced across generations can foster more inclusive, dialogical practices that recognise children's perspectives and 
capacities in encounters with death.

1   |   Introduction

Encounters with death are embedded in childhood and youth—
into relationships, institutions, and cultural narratives. These 
encounters are not rare, nor are they necessarily exceptional; 
rather, death is woven into the fabric of childhood. We turn 
to Qvortrup's  (2014) concept structure of childhoods, address-
ing childhood as socially situated and multifaceted, shaped by 
interlinked discursive, social, cultural, economic, and techno-
logical parameters. The discursive parameter draws attention 
to societal constructions of death and childhood—mediated 
through language, interactions, and institutions (Coombs 2017; 
Eklund 2024; Jacobsen  2016)—often linking childhood to 

innocence, vulnerability and play, and thus positioning children 
as needing protection from the realities of death (Meyer 2007). 
Post-structural theorists, such as Butler (2009), remind us that 
discourses are inseparable from power: they not only describe 
social reality but also produce and regulate it, determining 
whose experiences (e.g., encounters with death) are socially rec-
ognised or marginalised. Childhood discourses influence pol-
icy, education, and healthcare, frequently resulting in children's 
perspectives being overlooked or simplified. The emerging re-
search on children's experiences of death and bereavement (e.g., 
Coombs 2017; Lytje et al. 2023; Eklund et al. 2026; Paul 2026) 
complicates the image of the innocent, unaware child by fore-
grounding children as active agents who grapple with existential 
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questions, often in ways adults overlook or dismiss. The social 
and cultural parameters situate experiences of death within 
family structures, cultural mourning practices, and religious 
beliefs. The economic parameter highlights how poverty or re-
source scarcity may increase the frequency and severity of loss, 
with fewer buffers such as quality healthcare or bereavement 
services (Sasson et  al.  2024; Woodworth  2024). The techno-
logical parameter, moreover, underscores how contemporary 
digital media and online communities have opened new av-
enues for children to access information, share grief, and find 
support, while also exposing them to mediated depictions of 
death that can be both empowering and overwhelming (e.g., 
Jacobsen 2016). Experiences of death and dying are not merely 
events but moments where children, and people in their every-
day life, acquire, negotiate, and enact knowledge and practices.

Social constructionist perspectives, particularly those devel-
oped within Childhood Studies, provide conceptual tools to 
analyse how children and adults navigate death and dying in 
childhood. Some of these experiences are part of ordinary life, 
while others involve personal crises, such as the death of a pet, 
a friend, or a family member (e.g., Creighton et al. 2013; Livings 
et al. 2022), or through fear of death linked to interpersonal vio-
lence (e.g., Quarles van Ufford et al. 2024) or a loved one's severe 
illness (e.g., Dalton et al. 2019). For some children, the deaths 
of loved ones are a rare occurrence in their everyday contexts, 
and their lives are generally shaped by favourable living condi-
tions. For others, such as children living in contexts of armed 
conflicts and forced displacement (e.g., Hynd 2021; Shalhoub-
Kevorkian  2019), pandemics (e.g., Tishelman et  al.  2025), or 
extreme poverty (e.g., Dosani and Traher  2023), encounters 
with death form part of daily life. These experiences are often 
examined from adult-centric perspectives that position children 
primarily as vulnerable dependents rather than as competent 
co-creators of childhood and culture (Qvortrup 2014). However, 
discourses about children's emotional and cognitive capacities 
are not merely neutral descriptions, they actively shape poli-
cies, welfare systems, adult–child relationships, and children's 
agency, identities, and experiences. Material, cultural, and so-
cial conditions are unequally distributed between social catego-
ries—for example, age, class, gender, ethnicity, religion, and dis/
ability—influencing how children encounter and engage with 
death (Coombs 2017). By examining children's perspectives and 
unpacking how childhood is framed, regulated, and represented 
we can begin to understand the conditions under which children 
are invited, or excluded, from participating in end-of-life conver-
sations and practices.

In this article, Sweden serves as a primary case through which 
these questions are explored, in relation to research from similar 
contexts. Approximately twelve children each day lose a parent 
or sibling (Statistikmyndigheten  2026), for examples through 
death by illness, accidents, violence or suicide. Others live with 
the anticipation of loss when someone close is seriously ill or 
battling suicidal thoughts. Sweden is often portrayed as a well-
functioning welfare state with universal access to health care, 
childcare, and education, supported by policies—individual tax-
ation, and strong children's rights—that reduce dependence on 
family structures (Woodworth 2024). It is one of the most indi-
vidualised and secularised countries in the world, shaped by a 
pragmatic multiculturalism (Nordin 2025). As shared religious 

and spiritual frameworks have largely receded and diversified, 
individuals are expected to construct their own private world-
views (Westerlund 2016). This model of individualism promotes 
autonomy and self-realisation, still, Westerlund  (2016) argues, 
it also enhances ‘spiritual illiteracy’ and reduces reliance on 
both family and religious communities, placing the burden of 
responsibility for success and well-being firmly on the individ-
ual. For young people, this means that questions of meaning, 
belonging, and identity are often negotiated privately, without 
stable collective existential narratives or institutions to provide 
guidance. Combined with consumer culture and performance 
pressures in education, Westerlund suggests, this context may 
help explain the rising reports of mental distress among Swedish 
youth. Young people more often face life's challenges without 
guiding narratives and connectedness.

Although encounters with death are embedded in children's 
everyday lives, Sweden and other Western societies often offer 
restricted spaces and language, literal as well as symbolic, for 
children's conversations about death and grief with adults 
(Eklund 2020). In the book Young people's perspectives on end-
of-life, Coombs (2017) argues that a useful parallel can be drawn 
between death and sexuality—two topics that adults often con-
trol through silence, discomfort, or formalised education. In 
both cases, children's own experiences and perspectives are 
often marginalised. Adults assume that children must either be 
shielded or instructed, rather than recognised as social agents 
and subjects in their own right. When adults hesitate to engage 
with children's questions or experiences of death, children may 
be left to piece together their own understanding from over-
heard fragments, changes in routines, or unspoken cues. This is 
especially concerning when children live with anticipated death 
or death of a loved one. It carries the risk that their questions 
remain unanswered, their fears unaddressed, and their op-
portunity to prepare, both emotionally and practically, dimin-
ished (Bluebond-Langner et al. 2012; Dalton et al. 2019; Eklund 
et al. 2021).

One promising conceptual entry point for reimagining chil-
dren's participation in conversations and social practices around 
death and dying is the notion of death literacy (Paul 2026). Death 
literacy refers to the knowledge and skills, ‘a form of “practical 
wisdom”’ (Noonan et al. 2016, 32; Leonard et al. 2022), that peo-
ple need to access, understand, and act on end-of-life and death-
related information in ways that are meaningful in their social 
and cultural contexts. Yet, in line with Paul (2026), we suggest 
that this framework faces limitations, as it has primarily been 
developed with adults in mind. A constructionist child-centred 
approach to death literacy helps us understand how knowledge 
about death is also negotiated between children and adults, sit-
uated in cultural contexts, and mediated by power relations, 
rather than being a fixed body of information passed down from 
adults to children.

This article seeks to address these two different dimensions 
in the gap of understanding of death literacy relating to child-
hood. The aim of this article is therefore to critically examine 
and advance the concept of death literacy in childhood through 
a child-centred, social constructionist perspective. This in-
volves considering not only the conditions through which chil-
dren themselves construct death—through social practices, 
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communication, and relationships—but also how adults' death 
literacy shapes children's opportunities for well-being, prepara-
tion, participation, and narrations of self and the world in the 
face of loss.

2   |   The Death Literacy Concept

Across various research fields, literacy is understood as a ‘re-
flective stance with regard to the domain and one's ability to 
navigate it’ (Hannam et al. 2020, 222). In the context of death 
literacy, the existing frameworks encompass practical caregiv-
ing skills, knowledge of legal and procedural matters, access to 
community resources, and insights shaped by lived experiences 
of death and grief (Leonard et al. 2022). While the frameworks 
have proven valuable, they remain deeply rooted in adulthood. 
This raises questions about which forms of knowledge, beliefs, 
and practices are recognised as legitimate. Drawing on, the dis-
tinction between practical and critical literacy (e.g., Hannam 
et al. 2020), we can problematise this limitation. Practical liter-
acy refers to the ability to function within a domain: knowing 
how to access support, speak about dying, or perform caregiving 
tasks. In line with our social constructionist view, we instead 
align with critical literacy, which also involves questioning how 
the domain itself is constructed and who is authorised to speak.

2.1   |   Death as a Domain

Previous studies on death literacy primarily adopt a functional 
lens, mapping adults' capacities to act within established sys-
tems (cf. Woodworth  2024; Paul  2026). These conceptualisa-
tions of death literacy, overlaps in various degrees with other 
literacy conceptualisations. Most prominent, death literacy 
aligns with grief literacy, both emphasising the social, cultural, 
and communal dimensions of dying and bereavement. However, 
while death literacy focuses on the broader knowledge and prac-
tices that enable engagement with dying and end-of-life care, 
grief literacy centres on the capacity to understand and respond 
to loss. When grief literacy has been adapted to children, it in-
volves recognising grief, showing compassion to others, and 
practicing self-kindness in the face of bereavement (Breen 
et al. 2022; Russell et al. 2024). While noticing the differences, 
both literacy concepts challenge the medicalisation and profes-
sionalisation of care (e.g., in end-of-life experiences), promoting 
a broader understanding that everyone, young and old, shares 
in the responsibility of caring for dying persons and supporting 
grieving individuals and families (Sallnow et  al.  2016). Death 
literacy emphasises the collective responsibility of families, 
communities, and institutions in supporting dying and griev-
ing, rather than being restricted to funeral or healthcare pro-
fessionals, such as clinical expertise or psychological coping 
models (Leonard et al. 2022). Similar to health literacy frame-
works (Bröder et al. 2020), which focus on individuals' capacity 
to access, understand, and apply health information to support 
well-being, death literacy involves seeking support, navigating 
welfare systems, and maintaining well-being, in the face of 
death and dying. When health literacy has been conceptualised 
for children, these commonly focus on children's dependence, 
adult mediation and interventions in schools. Yet, there are re-
cent frameworks in both health literacy and grief literacy that 

acknowledge children as social agents, including contextual 
factors on childhood and children's perspectives (e.g., Bröder 
et  al.  2020; Russell et  al.  2024). However, developing a child-
centred death literacy primarily through the language of health 
risks narrowing the domain in conceptually unhelpful ways.

While death literacy clearly concerns access to, understand-
ing of, and action around care and healthcare in  situations of 
bereavement and dying, a child-centred lens draws attention 
to how death entails existential, relational, moral, and socio-
cultural questions that exceed the scope of the frameworks de-
lineated above (for a critique from a public health perspective, 
see Paul  2026). Here, spiritual literacy—‘the ability to “read” 
and sense in human relationships, it is about being present, hav-
ing the ability to reach deeper levels of meaning and experience’ 
(Holmberg et  al.  2021, 84)—can contribute an important di-
mension, as it is concerned with how people navigate existential 
matters. Notably, such capacities, whether forming communi-
cative or practice-based (e.g., rituals) connections, are culture-
sensitive, differing between secularised and religious repertoires 
with relevance for life/death and joy/grief (Holmberg et al. 2021; 
for religious literacy, see Hannam et al. 2020). In the context of 
death literacy, this highlights how children and adults alike en-
gage with death through culturally embedded practices—such 
as storytelling, rituals, and communal expressions of grief—that 
offer symbolic tools for navigating existential aspects of loss. 
These practices are not neutral; they reflect particular world-
views and cultural systems, which may privilege certain voices 
while marginalising others. In secularised Sweden, for instance, 
the Lutheran Protestant Church of Sweden has retained respon-
sibility for most cemeteries and burial arrangements, privileging 
Christian norms and aesthetics but also reinforcing group-based 
recognition of other religious communities (Nordin  2025). 
Recognising this, a critical literacy approach invites us to ex-
amine which forms of experiences of death are legitimised and 
whose perspectives they reflect, how cultural narratives and so-
cial institutions shape responses and practices among children 
and adults, and how children's ways of navigating death are po-
tentially dismissed or undervalued. However, before exploring 
this trajectory further, we ask how death literacy becomes rele-
vant for children.

2.2   |   Death Literacy in Childhood

Does adults' capacity for navigating death matter for children? 
Certainly, in several ways (Paul 2026; for related work on health 
literacy, see Bröder et al. 2020). Children, especially young chil-
dren, heavily depend on adults to access and interpret material 
and symbolic resources, including health care and medical in-
formation. Furthermore, children creatively appropriate adult 
culture across a range of everyday contexts (Corsaro  2020)—
for example, family, peer culture (e.g., Winther-Lindqvist and 
Larsen 2021), preschool (e.g., Galman 2021; Puskás et al. 2023), 
school (e.g., Landahl 2022), and media (e.g., Colman et al. 2014; 
Krutrök 2025). Adults' death literacy, especially among caregiv-
ers, can be expected to condition how children are supported 
through end-of-life experiences, and how they learn to make 
sense of them. It shapes not only what children appropriate, but 
how they are invited into social spaces and learn to act through 
social practices, modelling, and communication.
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End-of-life experiences play a central role in how death literacy 
is shaped across the life span (Graham-Wisener et  al.  2022). 
Studies on death literacy suggest an important paradox: while 
parenting tends to enhance adults' overall death literacy, adults, 
both laypeople and professionals, often feel uncertain about how 
to engage children in conversations about death. Van Dinther 
et  al.  (2025), in an Australian mixed-methods study, found 
that although most participants declared feeling comfortable 
discussing death with friends, general practitioners, or newly 
bereaved adults, a slight majority felt unable to talk about end-
of-life experiences, death, or grief with children. This hesita-
tion reveals a unique communicative blind spot among adults. 
Further, while practices vary across cultures, adults may remain 
uncertain about whether and how children should be included 
in death rituals such as funerals, sometimes choosing to shield 
them from participation. Still, Norwegian research, alongside 
Swedish funeral policies (Sveriges Auktoriserade Begravnings- 
& Juridikbyråer  2026), suggests that children find it highly 
meaningful to participate (Søfting et al. 2016):

The main finding was that the children in question 
emphasised how important it was for them to 
participate in the rituals. On the basis of their own 
experiences, they clearly stated that they would have 
become sad and upset if they had been prevented 
from attending. This view was also endorsed by the 
children who initially were reluctant to take part, 
and by those who described that they were rather 
upset during parts of the ritual performances. Thus, 
it seems that despite certain emotionally difficult 
aspects involved, the children themselves evaluate 
the overall outcomes as positive. Furthermore, they 
recommended other children to take part. 

(152)

Children's participation not only provides opportunities for so-
cial connection and cultural learning but strengthen their ca-
pacity to integrate the death into their lives. As such, cultural 
and religious rituals—from prayer practices to memorial gath-
erings—embed the individual experience of death in shared 
frameworks of meaning, offering children symbolic ways to 
participate in their family's and community's response to death. 
These rituals can be seen as ‘pedagogical spaces’ where children 
learn to navigate grief, care, and belonging.

With this in mind, children, too, encounter death and bereave-
ment, through the serious illness or death of a parent, the loss 
of a sibling, or their own life-limiting condition. Their literacy 
is formed in these encounters, but in different ways: some chil-
dren may seek concrete explanations, others may want to share 
feelings, and still others may need support to take part in ritu-
als and daily caregiving in ways that feel safe and meaningful 
(Eklund 2020; Søfting et al. 2016). A child-centred death liter-
acy among adults is therefore crucial, as they (e.g., caregivers, 
teachers, youth workers, police, social workers, and health pro-
fessionals) mediate children's access to information, their in-
clusion in conversations, and their opportunities to make sense 
of what is happening. Importantly, adults also model death lit-
eracy in the ways they speak, describing cancer as a ‘battle to 

be won,’ and the illness trajectory as a ‘journey’ (Hommerberg 
et al. 2020), or death as ‘falling asleep’ or ‘going away’ (Eklund 
2024). This is explained in a study where three of seven par-
ents not used the word dead when telling their children that 
the parent was going to die, and instead said: ‘dad might pass 
away’ and ‘there might come a time when he won't be com-
ing home again, just so you know’ (Eklund et al. 2021, 2389). 
These metaphors often serve as ways for adults to approach 
and soften difficult subjects, but for children, they can be con-
fusing or easily misunderstood, obscuring the reality of dying 
and limiting their own meaning-making of death (Bluebond-
Langner et al. 2012).

We argue that death literacy should be understood not as a fixed 
set of competencies, but as a socially produced phenomenon, 
shaped through language, narratives, and everyday practices. 
To critically engage with the concept of death literacy in child-
hood, we must first interrogate the social constructions that un-
derpin both childhood and (thereafter) death.

3   |   Death and Bereavement in Children's Lives and 
Childhoods

How do children navigate a loved one's death or the anticipation 
of such death? To understand this, we turn to palliative care re-
search, focusing on how children encounter death and the sup-
port structures that are offered.

3.1   |   Children's Voices and Everyday Lives

At the micro level, the social construction of childhood is neither 
a passive process nor an individual: it emerges through inter-
action, as children negotiate, reproduce, and reshape meanings 
within their socio-cultural worlds. In an Australian study by 
Joy et al. (2024), bereaved children 5–12 years old were asked to 
write down their questions about death and grief. They found 
out that children construct death differently from adults. In the 
study, one child asked ‘How does the body actually die?’ (330) 
and another child wondered: ‘How did my nana and granddad 
lived for that much years? But mum died young?’ (332) showing 
that children were curious about death from many angles (e.g., 
biological, emotional and existential). Research from the pallia-
tive care context, where children are either relatives of someone 
who is dying or has died, or themselves receive paediatric palli-
ative care due to life-threatening illness, consistently report that 
children who face death or anticipated death want honest infor-
mation and can sense when adults are worried, even if adults re-
main silent (e.g., Bluebond-Langner et al. 2012; Eklund 2020). In 
the Swedish study by Jalmsell et al. (2016), children with cancer 
describe adults as avoidant, hiding the truth about the illness. A 
17-year old boy said:

I don't think they should soften it,—because I have 
a tumour in the head, and then they could just say 
that… Then… well I think it's unnecessary to cushion 
the blow… Then… well. I think they should say that I 
have a tumour and then what to do about it. 

(1096)
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From the perspective that children are social agents, conver-
sations that acknowledge uncertainty and invite questions can 
help children feel included, while adults' silences or evasive lan-
guage, even if well-intentioned, may restrict their agency in sit-
uations where they need to navigate death (Dalton et al. 2019). 
This is emphasised in Joy et  al.'s  (2024) study, where a child 
said: ‘I don't think it's fair people don't tell kids the truth’ (331). 
Within families affected by serious illness, the illness often be-
comes part of the rhythm of daily life, and the ways parents talk 
about what is happening profoundly shape how children under-
stand and prepare for loss. Author's (2020) mixed-method thesis 
on specialised palliative home care in Sweden, focusing on chil-
dren's (aged 7–19) information needs and family communication 
when a parent had a life-threatening illness, provides examples:

Boy, 10 years old: It was a bit scary at first because it 
felt like… I got scared and didn't know much about 
his (dad's) illness then… I didn't know if it was hard 
cancer or kind of mild cancer… so then I got scared. 
It was good to talk to her (the counselor) and, and 
lots of information yeah more about dad's illness and 
about and yeah about if it could be cured and such. 
(Interviewer: Can it be cured?) No, but they can make 
it so that he lasts longer. 

(73)

Girl, 12 years old: So, like what we talked about… what 
she kind of wanted to wear when she was going to be 
buried (silence). And, yeah, a bit like that. (silence) 
Like what music and what to eat at the funeral and… 
how to dress and so on. So that was mostly it, yeah. 
(sighs) I mean, it felt good, you kind of had a handle 
on everything, or not everything, but most of it. 

(75)

Additionally, children experience and make sense of death and 
grief through relationships with bereaved peers. In a multi-
year preschool ethnography about preschool children's cul-
tural practices in an ethnically diverse rural U.S. community, 
Galman  (2021) vividly demonstrate this point. Following the 
unexpected death of a peer's parent (‘Nicole's mother’), the chil-
dren in her fieldwork collectively enacted a death narrative on 
the initiative of a four-year-old girl:

Once upon a time a family had fun. And the mother 
died. She died on the floor. She did not go to heaven 
because that is not what they believe at their house. 
She is just dead. Dead. Dead. Dead. Nicole cried and 
cried and then her mother was still dead. She died. 
The end. 

(301)

Galman describes the moment as profoundly expressive and 
emotionally charged for both children and observing adults, who 
had invited discussions about death and the absent classmate. 
While the story was unfolding and the phrase ‘Dead. Dead. 
Dead’ was recounted, another child lay still as the ‘dead mother,’ 

a third child was curled beside her as ‘Nicole’. This highlights 
children as active social agents in encounters with death, nav-
igating and interpreting experiences within peer cultures—that 
is, the shared meanings, practices, identities, and relationships 
children create with one another over time across settings such 
as preschool and school, home, leisure, social media, religious 
and health institutions (Corsaro 2018).

3.2   |   Support Structures in Childhoods

Children encounter adults and peers in situations of death and 
grief in many social arenas, whom have potential and/or re-
sponsibilities to provide adequate support. Within the family, 
living close to death or in bereavement reshapes everyday life 
and relationships; the entire family system is often affected, 
and parental capacity to provide emotional care may fluctuate 
(Weber et al. 2019). The family is expected to constitute a pri-
mary arena of support for children, where the first responses 
to loss are formed before the child meets other environments 
such as healthcare or school. Danish studies (Lytje 2018; Lytje 
et al. 2023) show that preschool and schools have the potential 
to offer stability and care, preserving a sense of normalcy in 
children's lives, offering opportunities for support, dialogue, 
and continuity through teachers and peers. Yet crisis man-
agement plans in Swedish schools generally provide limited 
guidance and rely on outdated grief theories (Eklund et  al. 
2026), which may impede supportive measures and create a 
dissonance between children's experiences at home and the 
social realities acknowledged at school. Even healthcare pro-
fessionals in palliative care often struggle with how and when 
to talk with children about the approaching death of a loved 
one (e.g., Fearnley and Boland 2017). Although often aware of 
children's vulnerability, they may lack the tools, training, or 
organisational support to facilitate conversations about death. 
Other professionals who encounter children in acute bereave-
ment situations have received comparatively less scholarly at-
tention. Police officers, who are sometimes the first to meet 
children in situations of sudden loss, seemingly face challenges 
in communicating with them in moments of crisis (Hofmann 
et  al.  2022). Similarly, social workers regularly engage with 
children affected by trauma and bereavement, yet little is 
known about their communicative strategies or the forms of 
support they provide when children encounter death and/or se-
rious illness. Across these settings, professionals may hesitate 
to engage in conversations about death due to fears of causing 
distress, uncertainty about children's cognitive and emotional 
capacity, or the emotional burden of the topic itself. These con-
cerns can lead to postponement or avoidance, leaving children 
without the information, dialogue, or inclusion they may need 
to navigate experiences of death and bereavement.

Thus, children's end-of-life experiences cannot be reduced to 
the gradual acquisition of a fixed set of cognitive facts about 
death, such as irreversibility, universality, or non-functionality 
(Panagiotaki et al. 2018). What is needed is a focus shift to how 
children—whether 1-year-olds or 17-year-olds—are invited or 
excluded from conversations about death, whether their grief 
is recognised as legitimate, and how children's languages and 
socio-cultural practices shape their capacity to navigate death. 
Rather than being sheltered from death and grief, children draw 
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on resources available in everyday life. This means that societal 
constructions of death can offer further insights.

4   |   Death as Socio-Cultural Phenomena

How death as a domain is defined and operationalised is not 
neutral. Within research on death literacy, there has often been a 
strong palliative focus, emphasising adults' knowledge and com-
petencies restricted to end-of-life care and healthcare contexts. 
Death is thus often spoken of as a solely biological inevitability: 
the irreversible cessation of life. Yet this apparent universality 
obscures the ambivalent, value-laden, and multiple meanings 
that death holds in children's lives, and the experiences through 
which children's capacities are shaped (Paul 2026).

4.1   |   Social Constructions of Death

From a social constructionist perspective, death is a socially 
produced and culturally constructed phenomenon; its meaning, 
how it is approached and spoken about, is neither fixed nor sin-
gular. As Burr (2015) reminds us, social constructionism rests 
on the idea that knowledge is historically and culturally situ-
ated, that meanings are created through interaction, and that 
‘truths’ are contingent and negotiated rather than absolute. 
From a Foucauldian standpoint, Armstrong (1987, 655) notes:

Death is not a thing or event existing independently 
of human consciousness, it is simply the word given 
to a certain threshold, interface, space or point of 
separation. Discourse establishes by its analyses and 
interrogations a conceptual or cognitive space in 
which is crystallised objects, events, identities.

In other words, death is not merely a natural fact but a discur-
sively produced concept, shaped through language, norms, and 
practices that distinguish between deaths, grievable lives, and 
socially recognised mourners, rituals and forms of grief, thereby 
shaping how death is made visible or silenced (Butler 2009). In 
children's everyday lives, these distinctions are often enacted 
through adult-guided cultural practices and imbued with am-
bivalences (Paul 2026). Puskás et al.'s (2023) study on death ed-
ucation in Swedish preschool, for example, problematises how 
children's curiosity about biological death is redirected by adults 
‘towards discussing life in heaven, burial customs, and how to 
behave in cemeteries’ (909). This draws attention to how death 
emerges as an intriguing subject for children, how legitimate 
ways of knowing are negotiated, and how spiritual discourse 
may be introduced in a secular context such as Sweden.

Ariès's  (1981) cultural-historical scholarship traces how chil-
dren's positions have varied substantially: from being routinely 
exposed to death in earlier periods to increasingly being shielded 
from it in modern Western societies. He argues that the modern 
emotional investment in each child transformed their death into 
an especially grievous event, often prompting efforts to protect 
surviving children from the experience of dying. While Ariès's 
model has been influential, it has been criticised for its linear 
and Eurocentric focus, and for overlooking how different ‘death 

mentalities’ often coexist. Building on these critiques, more re-
cent scholarship suggests that children today encounter death 
within a complex and pluralised landscape shaped by mediati-
sation, institutional care, and individualised meaning-making 
(Jacobsen 2016; Walter 1994, 2017). While ‘modern death’ was 
dominated by medicine, privacy, and the suppression of pub-
lic grief, Walter (2017) concludes, the more recent ‘postmodern 
death’ rather emphasises personal choice, self-expression, and a 
therapeutic discourse, even if medical control remains strong. In 
this more pluralised and mediated landscape (for Sweden, see 
López and Cardeña 2022), there are strong reasons to broaden 
how children's capacities to navigate death are understood. 
Particularly in highly digitalised societies such as Sweden, 
where children's encounters with death commonly are mediated 
through digital platforms and everyday media practices.

Thus, social constructionism problematises death as a domain 
by showing that it is not a neutral phenomenon, that reflects 
historically and culturally specific negotiations of meaning be-
tween individuals, communities, and institutions. Burr's (2015) 
account of social constructionism outlines several key principles 
relevant to understanding death. First, meanings are historically 
and culturally specific, so what counts as a ‘good death,’ a ‘tragic 
death,’ or even the precise boundary between life and death var-
ies across time and place. Second, meaning is produced in inter-
action: death is given significance in conversations, rituals, and 
silences as much as in formal institutions. Third, all knowledge 
is contingent rather than fixed, meaning that beliefs about death 
are open to change. Finally, there is a link between knowledge 
and power, so certain voices, interpretations, and cultural prac-
tices surrounding death are privileged over others. Thus, death 
is not merely something that happens to individuals; death is 
something that adults and children collectively enact through 
social and communicative practices, for example, memorials 
and play.

4.2   |   Death in Children's Peer Cultures

Death and existential questions are woven into children's ev-
eryday lives, their play, humour, cultural references, and media 
use (Coombs  2017), which demonstrates that children and 
young people are already engaging with death, when they are 
given the cultural and communicative space to do so. Empirical 
studies demonstrate that children do not simply absorb cul-
tural scripts about death; they adapt, resist, and reinvent them. 
Galman  (2021) report that children said that explorations of 
death ‘touched their lives through stories and play [and] was 
deeply fulfilling’ (307). In peer cultures and adult interactions, 
children co-construct meanings of death, sometimes aligning 
with dominant discourses, sometimes offering alternative inter-
pretations (Corsaro 2020). Guided by these theoretical insights, 
Löfdahl's  (2005) study of play shows how preschool children 
share and negotiate ‘knowledge about illness, life and death, 
and being put in a grave where someone places flowers on you, 
with previously known meanings.’ (14). Other ethnographic 
studies with young children also highlights that cultural motifs 
such as death are drawn upon in fantasy play (Corsaro  2020; 
Rosen  2015). From focus groups with children aged 10–17 in 
UK, Coombs (2017) delineates how regularly engage with digital 
media that depict death in creative ways, and how they use such 
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content to explore ethical questions and emotional responses. 
With Rosen, we therefore argue that ‘dying and death are not 
aspects of the everyday world which children can be easily “pro-
tected” from’ (Rosen 2015, 172).

Furthermore, many children enact play and participate in 
games in which they enforce violent death. Heikkilä's  (2022) 
study demonstrates how children in Swedish preschool explored 
death-related war-like games, and how their teachers imposed 
barriers rather than initiated conversations:

A general observation from the material was that 
boys created war toys or weapons out of, for instance, 
LEGO blocks or Plus-Plus materials during their free 
play time and started playing war-like games indoors. 
These were most often interrupted by the teachers 
without further explanation of why they should stop… 

(1836)

This reframing draws attention to the cultural, relational and 
communicative processes. Children learn about death from so-
cial interactions and creative engagements with a multitude of 
cultural materials, reproducing and reimagining culture together 
with adults and within their peer groups, to make sense of end-
of-life (Coombs 2017) and existential matters (Hemming 2017). 
The often fragmented ways in which children learn about death 
has long been recognised (Panagiotaki et  al.  2018). While re-
search has expanded our understanding of how children think 
and feel about death and while new initiatives for death educa-
tion are emerging, the responsibility for navigating death still 
often falls to parents or teachers when death occurs in a child's 
life (Dalton et al. 2019; Eklund et al. 2021; Puskás et al. 2023). 
From a social constructionist perspective, this gap is significant 
because it limits collective and institutional engagement, and 
children's opportunities to participate in death-related practices, 
reinforcing silence, uncertainty, or misinformation.

5   |   Towards a Child-Centred Death Literacy

Moving towards a child-centred death literacy requires more 
than adjusting what knowledge about death is shared with 
children—it demands a rethinking of how societal structures 
of childhood and adulthood (Qvortrup  2014) shape children's 
capacity to navigate death (Paul 2026). From a critical literacy 
perspective (Hannam et  al.  2020), death literacy is not a neu-
tral set of knowledge and skills, but a socially situated and 
power-laden practice. Questions such as who gets to speak about 
death, whose grief is legitimised, and what forms of rituals and 
knowledge are considered credible are central. Sweden offers a 
paradoxical starting point for this reimagining: despite the long-
standing welfare system and commitment to Children's rights, 
death and grief often remain individualised, ‘hidden,’ exposing 
the limits of rights without discursive and institutional practices. 
Moreover, adult-centric norms frequently position children as 
emotionally fragile and cognitively unprepared, leading to pro-
tective silencing rather than dialogic engagement. Euphemistic 
language in children's literature, institutional uncertainty, and 
the absence of culturally diverse mourning practices all reflect 
how dominant narratives constrain children's navigation of 

death. Still, silence around death in family and school may also 
contrast with more open expressions in peer or digital cultures. 
In short, the Swedish case reveals that legal rights alone are in-
sufficient. Enhancing adults' death literacy and acknowledging 
children's diverse perspectives—whether secular, religious, or 
biological—are essential.

A deeper reorientation is needed, one that treats death literacy 
as a relational, contested, and co-produced practice. This re-
imagining involves recognising:

•	 Children as social agents. A child-centred approach begins 
by moving beyond a remedial view—where adults socialise 
children—to recognising children not only as affected by 
loss but as agents who shape understandings and experi-
ences of grief and death across their social worlds. Crucial 
here is that adults—professionals and children's close oth-
ers—recognise that community and capacities are shaped 
within both intergenerational and intragenerational rela-
tionships across multiple social arenas. When strengthened 
through recognition, and offering space, language, and 
attuned support, these relationships position children as 
individuals and partners rather than recipients. It involves 
mobilising protective everyday resources (“Which peo-
ple/routines/activities make you feel safe and joyful right 
now?”), and embracing children's perspectives (“I'm really 
glad you shared your memories of Grandma”).

•	 Children's co-creation of knowledge. Understandings of 
death and death-related practices emerge in encounters 
with cultural materials and through relationships—be-
tween adults and children and among children themselves. 
As children share stories, philosophical reflections, or per-
sonal experiences with others, and as they interpret adults' 
consoling silences and mourning rituals, they draw on and 
transform understandings of how death and bereavement 
can be experienced, spoken about, and handled. Knowledge 
is collective rather than static; it circulates, shifts, and gains 
legitimacy through shared use. Children's books, films, and 
dialogues with children serve as resources for educating 
adults. Co-creation is supported by dialogic spaces—peer 
conversations, classroom discussions, or family story-
telling—where children's narratives are taken seriously. 
Iterative, open-ended dialogue (“What do you think hap-
pens after death?”; “Tell me more about your picture – 
what's happening with the boy?”) that validates children's 
accounts is central.

•	 Child-inclusive cultural practices. Recognising and ex-
panding the spaces where children can access cultural re-
sources and express diverse perspectives on death is vital. 
In practice, inclusive practices mean allowing children to 
participate in funerals or memorials in ways they choose, 
supporting child-initiated rituals such as drawings, letters, 
or play, and acknowledging children's grief responses as so-
cially valid rather than assessing them as developmentally 
in/appropriate. These practices signal that children's griev-
ing and knowing are socially valid. Institutional change 
and dismantling narratives that treat death and childhood 
as incompatible are therefore crucial. Both welfare institu-
tions and civil society need adults with confidence, curios-
ity and conceptual tools to engage with children.
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•	 Relational honesty and ambiguities. Verbal communication 
is a key resource for navigating death. What counts as ap-
propriate talk is culturally and situationally defined, shaped 
by adults' emotional capacity and assumptions about pro-
tection. Honesty is often framed as a moral imperative, yet 
it is socially negotiated. Adults may withhold information 
to shield children, though exclusion can generate mistrust 
or confusion. When adults speak around death rather than 
about it, children fill the silence with their own hypothe-
ses—often more frightening than the truth. Honesty is 
therefore a relational resource. When adults decide what to 
share, when, and how, they reproduce dominant discourses 
of children as dependent and ‘not yets.’ When honesty is 
co-constructed—through dialogue that acknowledges un-
certainty, uses concrete yet sensitive language, and invites 
children's questions—meaning becomes shared, with open-
ness to the multiple interpretations of death. Practically, 
this involves naming death explicitly, acknowledging when 
adults lack answers, and returning to conversations over 
time, allowing meanings to evolve rather than be prema-
turely closed.

•	 Furthering knowledge about childhood and death. Higher 
education and ongoing professional training can serve 
as key levers for change by incorporating research on 
children's experiences, cultures, and resilience, thereby 
shifting professional imaginaries. Yet child-inclusive meth-
odologies, pedagogies, and interventions that support chil-
dren in navigating death remain needed. A child-centred 
model aligned with participatory and public involvement 
approaches emphasises co-production of knowledge and 
intragenerational and intergenerational spaces for creative 
explorations of death as a relational, emotional, and philo-
sophical reality. Redistribution of epistemic authority can 
be facilitated through participatory research, creative work-
shops, or educational practices in which children contribute 
to shaping questions, materials, and interpretations.

In summary, developing death literacy theory towards a child-
centred approach means expanding the domain from individual 
capacity to socially grounded resources that promote children's 
navigation of death and dying. It paves the way for a more just, in-
clusive, and responsive culture of death—one that recognises chil-
dren not only as affected by death, but as social agents who actively 
shape understandings of end-of-life experiences, death, and grief 
across their social worlds. By legitimising children's voices and 
practices, pathways open for intergenerational dialogue, cultural 
transformation, and the co-production of knowledge that reflects 
the diversity of childhoods and the complexity of death.
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