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ABSTRACT

Aging is a natural and inevitable phe-
nomenon in human life, just like death.
However, diverse factors can make it diffi-
cult to accept this experience, leading to
death anxiety. The present study con-
ducted a scoping review following the
PRISMA method, with inclusion criteria fo-
cusing on articles about death anxiety pub-
lished in English within the last three years.
The results identified a total of 27 studies
for review, with the majority published in
2022 (n=11). The most prominent charac-
teristics of these studies were that most
linked death anxiety to religion, used con-
venience sampling, were cross-sectional
(n=14) and quantitative (n=19) and applied
Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale. Death anxi-
ety in older adults is a complex and multi-
dimensional concept, with its definition
still debated among researchers. It is influ-
enced by sociodemographic factors (gen-
der, marital status, age, socioeconomic sta-
tus) and contextual factors (loneliness, so-
cial and family support, health, housing,
and autonomy).

Keywords: Death Anxiety; Older adults; Re-
ligion; Spirituality; Aging.

INTRODUCTION

Living a long old age is an increasingly
prominent phenomenon in modern soci-
ety, as the global number of people over
the age of 65 is expected to continuously
rise until 2050, reaching an estimated 2 bil-
lion elderly individuals worldwide and dou-
bling the global elderly population rate to
21% (WHO, 2018).

The exponential growth of the elderly
population is attributed to multiple factors,
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such as declining birth rates, improved
healthcare through new technologies, and,
consequently, the increase in life expec-
tancy. However, this extended old age
brings various challenges and factors that
may generate anxiety, particularly regard-
ing its proximity to death and the difficulty
in accepting it.

For this reason, it becomes essential to
explore the phenomenon of old age and
death anxiety at this stage of life to under-
stand how this variable has been studied
and experienced by different elderly indi-
viduals across various contexts and condi-
tions.

Death anxiety is considered one of the
primary concerns of elderly individuals at
this stage of life, potentially affecting differ-
ent aspects of their well-being (Adelirad, et
al., 2021). Although death is an inevitable
phenomenon that all humans will experi-
ence, some individuals develop intense
anxiety toward this reality.

According to the literature review con-
ducted, death anxiety is a multidimen-
sional concept, with no exact definition and
difficult to delineate. In the reviewed bibli-
ography, death anxiety is generally de-
scribed as a phenomenon arising from the
awareness of life's finitude, manifesting as
fear, threat, and generalized distress re-
garding one's own death (Lamba, et al.,,
2022).

It is important to distinguish death anxi-
ety from general death-related anxiety, as
in this case, it specifically refers to anxiety
about one’s own mortality and the con-
frontation with personal finitude (Becker,
2022; Khodabakhshi-Koolaee, Falsafinejad
& Zoljalali, 2022).
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Several authors also define death anxi-
ety as "thoughts, fears, and emotions re-
lated to the end-of-life event". Others de-
scribe it as a negative emotional response
triggered by the anticipation of one's death
(Naeimi, et al., 2022).

From a psychodynamic perspective,
death anxiety is seen as a conscious or un-
conscious psychological state, originating
as a defense mechanism activated when in-
dividuals feel threatened by death (So-
riano, et al., 2022).

Other studies define death anxiety in re-
lation to various aspects of human life, ar-
guing that it reflects an individual's attitude
toward death, shaped by their perception
of aging and involving emotions such as
loneliness, sadness, loss, and anger pro-
jected onto their experience of mortality
(Aderyani, et al., 2021; Greenblatt-Kimron,
et al., 2021; Soriano & Calong, 2022).

Some investigations conceptualize
death anxiety as an emotion, describing it
as a feeling derived from the fear of non-
existence, the loss of oneself, and the
world one has been a part of—ultimately,
the inevitability of death and the inability
to accept it (Ozdedmir & Sahin, 2020;
Greenblatt-Kimron, et al., 2021; Menekli &
Dogan, 2021; Woo & Bae, 2022). Addition-
ally, another perspective found in the re-
viewed sources defines death anxiety as an
emotional state arising from dissatisfaction
with one's life, where individuals experi-
encing it feel as though they lack meaning
and significance (Ghasemi, Atarodi & Hos-
seini, 2020).

Distinct from the previously mentioned
definitions, some studies suggest that
death anxiety can be conceptualized as the
fear of pain, concern for loved ones, and
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uncertainty about what follows death
(Coromac-Medrano, et al., 2022).

Meanwhile, mental health professionals
describe death anxiety as a feeling of inse-
curity, distress, and fear associated with
death or its proximity (Bazrafshan, et al.,
2022).

Conversely, certain research highlights
that death anxiety is a normative and natu-
ral psychological phenomenon in old age,
affecting daily life only when it becomes
pathological—i.e., when it turns into a per-
sistent, abnormal, and morbid fear of dying
(Solaimanizadeh, Mohammadinia & So-
laimanizadeh, 2020; Sharma & Jain, 2020;
Woo & Bae, 2022). Some researchers even
argue that low levels of death anxiety play
a crucial role in maintaining one's desire to
live and participate in daily activities (Ergin,
etal., 2022).

Therefore, although extensively studied,
the definition of death anxiety remains
open-ended and not confined to a single
perspective. Therefore, it is crucial to fur-
ther explore this topic through a scoping lit-
erature review, allowing for a more com-
prehensive and structured understanding
of the scientific knowledge produced on
this subject.

METHODS

The method used in this study was a
scoping review based on the PRISMA
method and it involved a broad investiga-
tion of the topic of death anxiety in the el-
derly population. The objective was to
identify studies conducted in the last three
years within this theme. The three-year
timeframe was chosen due to the high vol-
ume of studies on the topic, aiming to
gather the most recent research.
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Thus, the search was conducted in mul-
tiple sources, including Medline, OpenAire,
Academic Search Complete, Complemen-
tary Index, BASE, Directory of Open Access
Journals, Psychology and Behavioral Sci-
ences Collection, Elsevier: Supplemental
Index, and ScienceDirect. The research pro-
cess was divided into three phases: study
identification, screening and inclusion.

The search was conducted using the fol-
lowing boolean phrase: “death anxiety IN
TITLE AND elderly OR aged OR older OR el-
der OR geriatric IN TITLE; NOT covid-19 OR
coronavirus OR 2019-ncov OR sars-cov-2
OR cov-19 IN ALL FIELDS".

The exclusion of COVID-19-related
terms (NOT covid-19 OR coronavirus OR
2019-ncov OR sars-cov-2 OR cov-19 IN ALL
FIELDS) was implemented to control the
potential contamination of the variable
death anxiety with studies influenced by
the COVID-19 pandemic. To ensure a global
perspective on studies related to death
anxiety in the elderly, only articles in Eng-
lish were selected. The inclusion criteria
were studies on death anxiety in the el-
derly, published within the last three years,
and written in English. The exclusion crite-
ria were studies that included COVID-19 as
a variable, studies using a systematic re-
view or similar research design, and studies
published in languages other than English.

The literature search initially yielded 41
articles from 9 different databases (Med-
line, OpenAire, Academic Search Complete,
Complementary Index, BASE, Directory of
Open Access Journals, Psychology and Be-
havioral Sciences Collection, Elsevier: Sup-
plemental Index, and ScienceDirect).

Following the PRISMA method (Page, et
al.,, 2021), as seen in Figure 1, the study
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Screening
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selection process unfolded as follows
above. In the identification phase, 3 dupli-
cate studies were excluded from the initial
41 articles, leaving 38 for screening. In the
screening phase, 3 studies were excluded:
1 study due to its focus on COVID-19, and 2
studies for using a systematic review re-
search design. Additionally, 3 studies were
removed as they were not accessible
within the available databases, leaving 32
eligible studies. In the final screening
phase, 4 studies were excluded for being
outside the scope of death anxiety, and 1
study was removed for not being in English.
After this process, 27 studies were included
in this review.

Figure 1 - PRISMA Flowchart of the Con-
ducted Research

of Studies Ct from

Studiesretrieved from:

Data bases Studies excluded before screening:

(n=9)

i
(n=41)

Duplicates removed
> (n=3)

(n=38)

(n=3)

Removed studies » | Netremoyved studies

(n=35) (n=3)

%ﬁ%m —————» | Excludedsstudies:
Outside the theme
(n=4)
Uninteded language
(n=1)

Studiesincluded in the review

(n=27)

Note. Adapted from Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt
PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The
PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for
reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021. doi:
10.1136/bmj.n71

A table was then created, analyzing the
included articles based on authors, year of
publication, study variables, sample size

and sampling method, study design,
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methods and instruments used, limita-
tions, and implications.

RESULTS

The results obtained in the present
study were based on the analysis of 27
studies, all in English. Among these studies,
nine were published in 2020, six in 2021,
eleven in 2022, and only one in 2023. A
large portion of the collected articles was
published in OMEGA - Journal of Death and
Dying, with an impact factor of 2.602 in
2022-2023.

Regarding the variables under study,
most studies linked death anxiety variables
with those related to religion or spirituality
(n=9), as shown in the table 1 below. An-
other variable found to be associated with
death anxiety was depression, psychologi-
cal distress, or stress (n=5). Conversely, var-
iables such as quality of life, psychological
well-being, life expectancy, and a good
death were also present in the analyzed
studies (n=5). With a similar representa-
tion, it was observed that variables such as
chronic illness, coping, adaptation to ag-
ing/retirement, ego integrity, emotional
regulation, and self-efficacy were also pre-
sent in some studies that included death

anxiety.
Table 1 - Variables of the Collected Studies
Study Variables n

Religion/Religious Health/Reli-

gious Attitudes/Spirituality/Religiosity S
Depression/Psychological
Pain/Stress 5
Quality of Life/Psychological We
being/Life Expectancy/Good Death 5
Chronic Illness/Perceived Pain 4
Coping/ Adaptation to Aging/Retir:
3

ment

ISSN: 2795-559 - DOI: 10.61415/riage.387



Ego Integrity/ Emotional Regula-
tion/Mindfulness

Loneliness 3

Healthcare Utilization/Care Self-ef
cacy/Parental Self-efficacy

Note. The n represents the number of studies
addressing each variable.

Concerning the sample characteristics
of the analyzed studies, it was found that
six studies used convenience sampling,
three used random sampling, one used
cluster sampling, and for the remaining
studies, this information could not be de-
termined. In all studies, the minimum age
of participants was 60 years, while the
maximum age varied between studies. As
for sample characteristics, all studies fo-
cused on older adults; however, there were
differences among them, including institu-
tionalized older adults, those living at
home, pre-retirees, retirees, individuals
with chronic illnesses, those without pa-
thologies, isolated/lonely individuals, or
those with close family support.

In reference to the study designs, the
most commonly used design was the cross-
sectional study (n=14), followed by de-
scriptive studies (n=8) and correlational
studies (n=6). Other study designs included
exploratory,  experimental/quasi-experi-
mental, causal/comparative, semiotic, ran-
domized clinical, phenomenological, and
longitudinal studies.

About the study types, more than half of
the articles presented quantitative studies
(n=19), followed by qualitative studies
(n=5) and mixed-method studies (n=3).

As for the instruments used to assess
death anxiety (table 2), the most com-
monly used tool was Templer’s Death
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Anxiety Scale (DAS, 1970) or instruments
based on it, such as DAS-R, the Revised
Templer Death Anxiety Scale; the Carmel
and Mutran Death Anxiety Scale, based on
Templer’s scale; and the TDAS, the Turkish
version of Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale.
Additionally, other instruments were used,
including items from the Beck Inventory,
structured and semi-structured interviews,
the Death Attitude Profile Questionnaire,
and the Dhar et al. (1998) Death Anxiety
Scale.

Table 2 - Instruments Used to Assess Death
Anxiety

Instrument Authors

Templer, D. I. (1970). The

. construction and validation of a
Death  Anxiety

Death Anxiety Scale. The Journal
Scale (DAS)

of General Psychology, 82(2),
165-177.

Revised Death Thorson, J. A., & Powell, F. C.
Anxiety Scale (DAS-  (1992). A revised Death Anxiety
R) Scale. Death Studies, 16(6),

507-521.

Carmel, S., & Mutran, E.
(1997). Wishes regarding the

Carmel and use of life-sustaining treatments
Mutran Death Anxi- among elderly persons in Israel:
ety Scale An explanatory model. Social

Science & Medicine, 45(11),
1715-1727.

Beck, A. T., Ward, C. H.,
Mendelson, M., Mock, J., &
Beck Inventory  Erbaugh, J. (1961). An inventory
(Selected Item)  for measuring depression. Ar-
chives of General Psychiatry,

4(6), 561-571.

Gesser, G., Wong, P. T. P., &
Reker, G. T. (1987). Death Atti-
tude Profile-Revised: A multidi-
mensional measure of attitudes
toward death. Death Studies,
11(5), 395-413.

Death Attitude
Profile Question-
naire

Senol-Durak, E., & Durak, M.
(2007). The development and
psychometric properties of the

Turkish Death

Anxiety Scale

(TDAS) Turkish Death Anxiety Scale
(TDAS). Death Studies, 31(6),
551-568.
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Dhar, N., Chaturvedi, S. K., &
Nandan, D. (1998). Scale to
measure death anxiety in the

Death Anxiety
Scale

context of terminal illness. In-
(Dhar et al.)

dian Journal of Palliative Care,
4(2), 71-77.

Note. The table presents the main instruments
used to assess death anxiety in the reviewed stud-
ies, and each validation study.

Relating to the methodology of the ana-
lyzed articles, all quantitative studies used
SPSS as the statistical analysis tool, per-
forming operations such as regression tests
(e.g., simple regression, multiple linear re-
gression), correlation tests (e.g., Spearman
and Pearson), and mediation analysis tests
(e.g., PROCESS).

Finally, the limitations and implications
identified were similar across the different
studies, referring to limitations in terms of
the sample, study design, and the death
anxiety variable itself. Implications were
also noted for professionals working in el-
derly care.

The reported sample-related limitations
concerned sample homogeneity, leading to
low representativeness. Regarding study
design, several articles highlighted the ina-
bility to infer causality between variables
and the lack of follow-up in the results due
to the cross-sectional nature of the studies.
It was also mentioned that it was impossi-
ble to control all factors of such a multidi-
mensional variable as death anxiety.

The studies generally reflected the im-
portance of scientific knowledge produc-
tion for clinical practice in medicine, psy-
chology, and elderly care, particularly re-
garding death anxiety in the elderly popu-
lation.

DISCUSSION
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In general, the results of this scoping re-
view indicate that the most frequently
used variable in formulating research ques-
tions related to death anxiety is religion, or
similar themes such as religious health, re-
ligiosity, or spirituality.

Several studies have demonstrated the
significance of the relationship between
death anxiety and religion/spirituality,
showing that higher levels of spirituality
correlate with lower levels of death anxiety
among the elderly (Aderyani, et al., 2021,
Menekli & Dogan, 2021; Lamba, et al.,
2022). Other studies highlighted that death
anxiety also influences religious attitudes,
indicating that as death anxiety decreases,
religious attitudes among the elderly in-
crease (Ghasemi, Atarodi & Hosseini, 2020;
Menekli & Dogan, 2021). In both perspec-
tives, it is evident that variables such as re-
ligion, spirituality, spiritual health, or reli-
gious coping are closely related to death
anxiety and have strong implications for el-
derly well-being (Solaimanizadeh, Moham-
madinia & Solaimanizadeh, 2020).

However, when other variables such as
depression are introduced, the relationship
between death anxiety and religion weak-
ens (Soriano & Calong, 2022; Naeimi, et al.,
2022), suggesting that religiosity may not
always act as a moderator between death
anxiety and depression. This finding indi-
cates that the relationship between death
anxiety and religion/spirituality is complex
and depends on other factors, such as edu-
cation level, marital status, or living situa-
tion (Ghasemi, Atarodi & Hosseini, 2020;
Soriano, et al., 2022).

Another relevant finding is that most of
the reviewed studies are cross-sectional
and quantitative, while mixed-method,
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gualitative, and longitudinal studies are
significantly fewer. This pattern is also re-
flected in the limitations reported by the
authors, where many highlight that cross-
sectional and quantitative studies some-
times fail to establish causality or fully cap-
ture the complexity of death anxiety in
daily life. Given the complexity of death
anxiety and its multiple influencing factors,
future research should prioritize mixed-
method approaches, as both qualitative
and quantitative tools are essential for a
deeper exploration of this subject. Alt-
hough longitudinal studies are more re-
source-intensive, there is a notable gap in
findings from such research. These studies
could provide a deeper understanding of
the long-term effects of death anxiety, par-
ticularly in testing intervention models
(Bati, Polat & Akkus, 2022; Khodabakhshi-
Koolaee, Falsafinejad & Zoljalali, 2022) and
even in the development of theoretical
models (Laguilles-Villafuerte & Guzman,
2020; Laguilles-Villafuerte & Guzman,
2021).

Additionally, while death anxiety can be
measured using different tools, the most
frequently used instrument across the re-
viewed studies is the Death Anxiety Scale
(DAS) by Templer (1970), along with adap-
tations such as the Turkish Death Anxiety
Scale or the Carmel and Mutran Death Anx-
iety Scale. This prevalence suggests that,
despite its complexity, death anxiety is a
well-established construct that can be
measured reliably and validly. The Templer
Death Anxiety Scale (1970) consists of 15
items, using a 5-point Likert scale. Scores
range from 15 to 75, where higher scores
indicate higher levels of death anxiety
among the elderly. Sample items from this
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scale include “I am afraid of a painful
death,” “l often think about how short life
is,” and “l am not afraid of dying at all”. The
instrument has a Cronbach’s alpha of .71,
making it a suitable tool for assessing death
anxiety in the elderly (Woo & Bae, 2022).

Relating to the implications of the re-
viewed studies, the findings were largely
consistent, emphasizing the significance of
death anxiety for elderly well-being, qual-
ity of life, life expectancy, and even cogni-
tive decline (Rashedi, et al., 2020; Cavuso-
glu et al.,, 2020; Sharma & Jain, 2020;
Ozdedmir & Sahin, 2020; Ergin, et al., 2022;
Coromac-Medrano, et al., 2022; Segel-
Karpas & Bergamn, 2022; Sunghee & Ok-
Hee, 2022; Woo & Bae, 2022; Khodabakh-
shi-Koolaee & Frouzan, 2023).

Finally, defining death anxiety as a pre-
cise and bounded construct is challenging
due to its multidimensional and complex
nature, leading to various conceptualiza-
tions across studies. However, in all the re-
viewed research, death anxiety is de-
scribed as a situational variable—that is, an
experience, phenomenon, or emotion in-
fluenced by the specific context and condi-
tions of the population being studied.
Among the elderly, death anxiety is influ-
enced by both sociodemographic factors,
such as gender, marital status, age, and so-
cioeconomic status (Adelirad, et al., 2021;
Bati, Polat & Akkus, 2022; Sahin & Buken,
2020) as well as contextual factors, such as
loneliness, social and family support, phys-
ical and health conditions, living situation,
and autonomy (Greenblatt-Kimron, et al.,
2021; Becker, 2022; Coromac-Medrano, et
al., 2022).

CONCLUSION
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In summary, old age brings with it a se-
ries of changes and losses, which can
sometimes become sources of anxiety and
discomfort. One of these changes is the
proximity of this stage to the end of life, or
more specifically, to death.

Death anxiety among the elderly is a
complex and multidimensional concept
that encompasses various aspects of aging.
As such, it should be integrated into profes-
sional approaches when working with the
elderly. Addressing death anxiety is an es-
sential tool for promoting a dignified end of
life, ensuring quality of life, well-being, and
acceptance of both life and death.
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