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Introduction: The objective of the present study is to identify the main emerging trends and research lines with respect to pedagogy of death.

Methods: The methodology was based on a bibliometric analysis of the main international scientific contributions found in the Web of Science (WoS) database. A total of 276 articles published between 2010 and 2023 were revised. The data were analyzed with VosViewer and Bibliometrix R which are software tools for building and visualizing bibliometric networks.

Results: The main results show that the publications on pedagogy of death have increased through time, but decreased starting in 2020, both in the number of articles and citations.

Discussion: Scientific evidence is also presented on the need to continue working on pedagogy of death. This study contributes toward maximizing the visibility of pedagogy of death work in different contexts.
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1 Introduction

Pedagogy of death is a relatively new field of study, which has attracted the attention of researchers, educators, and health professionals in the last few decades (Villacieros et al., 2016; Yang and Park, 2017). It is an educational approach that is centered on the teaching and reflection about death as an integral part of the human experience (Herrán, 2015; McAfee et al., 2020; Rodríguez Herrero et al., 2020a). Research in this field is centered on understanding how education and reflection on death can have a positive impact on the manner in which individuals face this inevitable aspect of life Ortego et al. (2016), Colomo and Cívico (2018), and Friesen et al. (2020) affirm that pedagogy of death advocates for creating a safe learning environment and that of support, in which students are able to openly explore and understand the concept of death, its cultural and social implications, and its impact on individuals and society. The addition of pedagogy of death in education study plans helps to create a more holistic and complete education system that prepares individuals to face the realities of life and death, with understanding, empathy, and emotional resilience (Renaud et al., 2015; Colomo, 2016; Campillo Ruiz and Ruiz Arriaza, 2017; Ramos-Pla et al., 2021). Rodríguez Herrero et al. (2020b) and Raccichini et al. (2022) point out that it is an essential aspect of education that helps students to learn about the inevitable reality of death, with knowledge, sensitivity, and emotional resilience. It should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic may have enabled both educational centers and researchers to awaken in this emerging scientific reality (Herrán, 2020).

It is important to underline, as stated by Affifi and Christie (2019), Ramos-Pla and Camats (2018, 2019), Pedrero-García (2019), and Martínez-Heredia and Bedmar (2020), that pedagogy of death is a multi-disciplinary field that encompasses areas such as education, psychology, medicine, ethics, religion, and philosophy, so that research on the subject can be varied and diverse. Pedagogy of death can have various objectives and approaches (Guerra et al., 2018; Pedrero-García, 2020; Testoni et al., 2020; Ramos-Pla et al., 2023) which could include several aspects. First of all, work on grief (for people understand and deal with the process of mourning and loss), provides emotional and psychological tools to deal with the death of loved ones. Provide resources and emotional support for individuals who are dealing with the loss of a loved one, including the understanding of the process of mourning, and the search for professional help if necessary. In this regard, it is worth taking into account the recommendations offered by the Commission on the Value of Death (Sallnow et al., 2022) where they present different examples (such as the Kerala model) in which care and accompaniment for people who are about to die is enhanced. This fact has enacted a change in the narratives of death and mourning, as well as building a very powerful community response to these situations.

Secondly, it is possible to prepare for the end of life: Ease conversations about the wishes and preferences of people in relation with the end of their own life, such as decisions about palliative care, medical treatment, and disposal of assets. Moreover, can be promoted empathy and compassion: To promote a greater empathy toward individuals who are facing death and their loved ones, which can help in creating a society that is more compassionate and supportive. It should be added that it can conduct a philosophical and spiritual exploration. To address philosophical and spiritual matters related with death, such as the meaning of life, existence after death, and the individual and cultural beliefs about death.

It is possible to carry out funeral and legal planning. It can help individuals to understand the practical aspects of funeral planning, the legal documents, and the procedures after death. In addition, it can promote communication: Promote the starting of conversations about death between family members, friends, and health professionals, so that individuals can express their wishes and preferences at the end of life.

Pedagogy of death recognizes that the taboo and fear that very often surround the subject of death can be counterproductive for mental and emotional health of individuals and seeks to provide a space for education and open conversation about the subject (Ramos-Pla et al., 2018; Friesen et al., 2020; Herrán et al., 2021; Phan et al., 2023). It can be implemented in different contexts, such as schools, hospitals, palliative care centers, and religious communities, in order to enrich the understanding and coping against death in society (Testoni et al., 2020; Phan et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2023). On the other hand, the pedagogy of Death is related to the new currents on Dark Pedagogy. Lysgaard and Bengtsson (2020) state that this pedagogy opens feelings of strangeness, depression, and alienation to children as part of educational processes. Dark Pedagogy aligns itself with these feelings and emotions as possibilities to normalize these processes, a fact that also occurs in the pedagogy of death. In addition, other currents trends relate the pedagogy of death with environmental education and sustainability. Mc Loughlin (2023) highlights the role of animals in pedagogy and shows how anthropocentric conceptualizations of nature as a resource to be exploited, protected, and saved infuse the pedagogy of dissection. The same author states that zoo educators consider that encounters between school students and the death of animals contribute to a deeper environmental awareness.

Although an increasing interest in pedagogy of death has been observed, the authors did not find any articles on a bibliometric analysis of scientific articles in the Web of Sciences database during the 2010–2023 period. Thus, the objectives of the study were: To obtain the scientific information through statistical procedures applied to the review of the literature and the authors who had produced works related with pedagogy of death and to identify the trends and strategic lines of research with respect to pedagogy of death.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Units of analysis

A descriptive and retrospective cross-sectional bibliometric analysis was conducted (Fauzi et al., 2023). This analysis is based on the review of scientific publications related with pedagogy of death, encompassing a period from 2010 until 2023. The main objective of the research was to study how the publications in this field have evolved. The main tool for data collection was bibliometry, through the use of statistical techniques applied to the review of the literature and the identification of the authors responsible for the publications (Pacheco-Mendoza and Alhuay-Quispe, 2019; del Arco et al., 2022; Selva-Pareja et al., 2022; Fauzi et al., 2023).



2.2 Procedure

In the present study, an exhaustive search was performed for articles related with pedagogy of death, through the use of the Web of Science database, with the search date ending on September 13th, 2023. The selection of this database was based on its prestige and its long trajectory in the collection of scientific data, aside from being the preferred one in bibliometric analyses (del Arco et al., 2022). The search equation used in Web of Science was as follows: Web of Knowledge: TS= (“PEDAGOGY OF DEATH” OR “DEATH EDUCATION” OR “DIDACTICS OF DEATH”).

The search results provided a total of 1,051,000 documents. The following inclusion criteria were taken into account: area (Education and Educational Research), language (English), time period (2010–2023) and type of document (scientific article). More specifically, the area of Education and Educational Research obtained a total of 11,244 articles. After, different filters were applied to refine the results, through the selection of only articles written in English published between 2010 and 2023. Other types of documents were excluded, such as book chapters, books, reviews, conference proceedings, duplicated articles, and restricted-access publications, as it was difficult to obtain the entire article for their review. According to the inclusion and exclusion criteria, an analysis was performed of 9,975 documents, as detailed in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Summary of the search protocol.

[image: Table 1]

Figure 1 shows a flow diagram based on the PRISMA 2020 methodology (Page et al., 2021), that is commonly used in systematic reviews, to illustrate the stages of refinement performed in this study.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow diagram on scientific literature about pedagogy of death. Created by authors from the Web of Science.





3 Results


3.1 Evolution of the publications and citations about the pedagogy of death in the 2010–2023 period

With respect to the number of publications throughout the years and the citations received, a significant increase was observed in the research related with pedagogy of death until the year 2021 (as shown in Figure 2 and Table 2). In that year, a total of 36 articles and 586 citations of publications on the subject were observed. However, it is important to underline that the number of publications has been increasing until 2023, reaching a total of 41 publications.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Total number of publications and citations received. Created by authors from the Web of Science.



TABLE 2 Number of articles and citations on pedagogy of death from 2010 to 2023.
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3.2 Journals with the highest number of publications on pedagogy of death and their geographical distribution

As shown in Table 3, the journal that occupies first place in this category is OMEGA: Journal of death and dying, with a total of 38 articles (14%) related with pedagogy of death. It is followed by OMEGA, with 37 articles (13%), Death Studies with 29 articles (11%), and Frontiers in Psychology with eight articles (3%). Thus, the publication of articles on pedagogy of death is diversified among different journals.


TABLE 3 Main journals with the highest number of publications on pedagogy of death.

[image: Table 3]

With respect to the geographical location of the publications (Figure 3), the countries that were leaders in research on the pedagogy of death were China, with a total of 177 articles, followed far by USA, with 155 articles, and in third place, Spain, with 76 articles.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Main countries that have contributed with articles on pedagogy of death. Extracted from Bibliometrix R.


As shown in Figure 4, the use of keywords has evolved and changed during the period from 2010 to 2013. Thus, while from 2010 to 2017 the use of keywords was concentrated on various terms related to death pedagogy (death anxiety, death education, mental health, bereavement, death and end-of-life-care), the latest uses in the period 2018–2023 have focused on three areas: death education, death, and China (the latter related to death pedagogy during COVID-19 in China).


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Evolution of keywords during the 2010 to 2023 period. Extracted from Bibliometrix R.




3.3 Most important authors: citations and progress

With respect to the authors with the most publications on pedagogy of death, the following stood out: Ines Testoni with 28 articles, Pablo Rodríguez with 15 articles, and Luca Ronconi with 15 articles (Table 4).


TABLE 4 Main authors on pedagogy of death.
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In addition, the authors who obtained the most citations were (Table 5): WenJun Ma (138 citations), Leonore Launer (134 citations), Pauline Gillan (123 citations), and Joanne Cacciatore (101 citations). In Table 5, the articles with the most citations are displayed along with the main key idea of each.


TABLE 5 Authors with the most citations.

[image: Table 5]

Considering the above, an analysis was conducted and a summary written of the top four articles cited (which obtained more than 600 citations, as shown in Table 6).


TABLE 6 Analysis of the top four articles on pedagogy of death with the most citations.
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3.4 Pedagogy of death groups during the 2010–2023 period

As can be observed in Figure 5, the information contained in the 276 articles was examined with VosViewer. A co-occurrence analysis was performed, through the use of the author's keywords as the units of analysis. Among the main keywords identified in this analysis, we find: “death education,” “palliative care,” “death,” “attitudes,” “anxiety” and “education.”


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5
 Network map. Created by authors by VosViewer.


As for the maps created by VosViewer, these were configured so that they would only show those in which the keywords had at least 10 mentions or co-occurrences in the articles. It must be added that a conglomerate analysis was also performed, which consisted on the classification of factors or elements with similar characteristics in the same group. These elements shared common characteristics that differentiated them from the other groups. From this process, different clusters emerged that provided information about different sets that had internal similarities. Thus, five key concepts or clusters were identified, which are described below. In group 1 we find the relationship between death education and health, especially in adolescents (in red). This cluster is composed of the following keywords: depression, adolescents, cancer, scale, care, health, communication, anxiety, and fear. In group 2 we can observe the approach to death education in children (in green). In this cluster, we can find the keywords: death education, end-of-life, death anxiety, children, bereavement, management, grief, COVID-19, and spirituality. In group 3, we find the approach and attitudes of death education among nurses (in blue), in which the key concepts are: attitudes, experiences, experience, dying patients, impact, and nurses. In group 4, we can find the approach to death education at the end of life (in yellow). It is composed of the following concepts: palliative care, life, hospice, people, end of life care. Finally, in group 5 (purple), we can find aspects related to training students in death education: education, death, pedagogy of death, students, and pedagogy.

The four clusters are interlinked through the central theme of death education and how it is addressed in different contexts and age groups:

• Group 1 (Adolescents and Health): This cluster focuses on how adolescents cope with death and mental health, addressing issues such as depression and anxiety. This establishes a foundation for the importance of education in this vulnerable group.

• Group 2 (Children): Here we explore education about death in children, which complements the first group by focusing on an earlier stage of life. Grief management and death anxiety are key topics, suggesting that death education should start from an early age.

• Group 3 (Nurses): This cluster focuses on nurses' attitudes and experiences in relation to death. The training and experience of health professionals are crucial to provide adequate support to patients and their families, connecting with the previous groups by highlighting the need for robust education in the management of death.

• Group 4 (End-of-Life Care): This group addresses education related to palliative care and end-of-life, which is essential to ensure that people receive the right support in their final moments. This relates to the other groups by emphasizing the importance of education at different stages of life and in the context of health care.

• Group 5 (Student Training): Finally, this cluster focuses on training students in death pedagogy, which is critical to preparing future generations to face and teach about death effectively.

Ultimately, all of these clusters are connected by the need for comprehensive death education that addresses different age groups and contexts, ensuring that both individuals and health professionals are prepared to face death.

Without considering to which cluster each keyword belongs to, the concepts that were cited most frequently (Figure 6) were: death education (133 citations), attitudes (47 citations), death (46 citations), bereavement (141 citations), palliative care (39 citations), anxiety (38 citations), and education (37 citations).


[image: Figure 6]
FIGURE 6
 Map according to number of citations. Created by authors by VosViewer.




3.5 New strategic research lines

When an analysis is conducted on the most-repeated words on pedagogy of death during the 2010–2023 period, the following stood out, with a frequency higher than 300: (Figure 7): “death” (1,350), “education” (583), “care” (329), “study” (302), and “students” (300). Thus, the current lines of research are related to the implications and consequences of addressing death education, and more specifically, during the COVID-19 pandemic.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7
 Map by time. Extracted from Bibliometrix R.





4 Discussion

The objectives of the present study were to obtain scientific information through statistical procedures applied to a review of the literature and related authors who had produced works related with pedagogy of death, and to identify the main emerging trends and strategic lines of research with respect to pedagogy of death. The database selected was the Web of Science (WoS), as it has a more solid document background than other databases. Bibliometry, as stated by Stahlschmidt and Stephen (2020) and del Arco et al. (2022) allow us to define new strategic lines of scientific interest, as well as the progression of research on a specific subject, in this cases pedagogy of death in the area of Education and Educational Research. When the present study was conducted, this was the first bibliometric study on pedagogy of death based on the Web of Science database at the international level, and in the 2010–2023 period. Although similar studies exist (Martínez-Heredia and Bedmar, 2020; Sonbul, 2021; Tsai, 2021; Colomo et al., 2023), the inclusion/exclusion criteria of the documents, the database, the period studied, the area, and the language are different.

One of the main results was that the number of articles on pedagogy of death, as well as the number of citations, increased until the year 2020 (37 publications and 438 citations). Also, different countries published on the subject, with the top three being: China (117), the United States (155), and Spain (76). This suggests that there is a greater interest or focus on this topic in the United States, China and Spain compared to the rest of the countries. In addition, the number of citations also indicates that the work done in these countries has been recognized and referenced by other scholars, which could reflect a greater influence or relevance of their research in the field. In short, the production and impact of the pedagogy of death vary significantly between these countries.

The journal OMEGA Journal of death and dying also stood out, as it contained the largest number of articles on pedagogy of death (38 publications). In addition, starting from 2018, the subjects that were more interesting to researchers, and with the most publications, were: “death education,” “death,” and “China.”

Considering the analysis of the keywords that were most cited (aside from those that the authors utilized the most in their articles), five clusters were defined of the most interesting subjects with the greatest proliferation in the area of science. Firstly, the relationship between death education and health, especially in adolescents, is explored. Research studies focus on analyzing how to approach death education with adolescents, taking into account their developmental level, the anxiety and fear that death provokes, didactics, and effects. Here, we find studies such as those by Herrán et al. (2021) and Testoni et al. (2020). Secondly, the approach to death education in children is examined. The articles in this group analyze the impact of implementing death education in children, specifically addressing childhood grief processes (at different academic levels: Early Childhood Education and Primary Education). This was observed in studies such as those by Colomo (2016) and Ramos-Pla and Camats (2018). Thirdly, the approach and attitudes of death education among nurses are explored. In many publications, authors analyze the attitudes and experiences of implementing death education by nurses, both in their initial training (Andersson et al., 2016) and in their professional practice (Harrad and Sulla, 2018). Fourthly, the approach to death education at the end of life is investigated. In this regard, publications related to the role of healthcare personnel and educators in the face of a patient's death are found, as presented in articles such as those by Bauchner and Fontanarosa (2016) or Holland and Prost (2021). Finally, aspects related to training students in death education are discussed. The last cluster focuses on analyzing initial and ongoing training for educators, healthcare personnel, social workers, etc., related to death education, as examined by Ramos-Pla et al. (2023) or Pedrero-García (2019).

It should be noted that the pedagogy of death has undergone a remarkable evolution during the COVID-19 pandemic, reflecting significant changes in the focus and topics of study. Between 2010 and 2017, terms related to the pedagogy of death focused on aspects such as death anxiety, death education, mental health and grief. However, from 2018 to 2023, a shift toward more specific areas has been observed, such as death education, the concept of death in general, and a particular focus in China, which relates to how death pedagogy has been addressed during the pandemic in that country. An interesting aspect is the focus on death education in children, where keywords such as “death education,” “death anxiety,” “grief” and “spirituality” have been highlighted. This suggests that there has been a conscious effort by educators and researchers to address the issue of death in a way that is more accessible and understandable to younger people, especially in a context as challenging as that of COVID-19. In other words, COVID-19 has driven an evolution in the pedagogy of death, highlighting the importance of education on this topic in contexts of grief and anxiety, especially in children, and opening new lines of research that seek to better understand how to face and teach about death in times of crisis.

This study has some limitations. First, it relies solely on the Web of Science (WoS) database, which may limit the diversity of the literature reviewed. Other databases may contain relevant research that was not included. Second, although it is mentioned that there are similar studies, the criteria for inclusion and exclusion of documents vary. This can affect the comparability of the results and the completeness of the analysis. In addition, the study covers a specific period (2010–2023), which means that previous research that could have influenced the development of the pedagogy of death is not considered. It is also worth considering the lack of qualitative analysis, since statistical and bibliometric procedures may not capture the richness and complexity of experiences and pedagogical approaches to death, which could be better understood through qualitative methods.

The results obtained show researchers who wish to work on pedagogy of death, the current trends on the subject, as they provide important information for starting new studies. Thus, the new lines of work could be the level of transfer of knowledge on pedagogy of death by students to their corresponding realities. In this way, we could discover if the learning was significant. Also, an analysis could be performed to discover if having gone through a pandemic such as the COVID-19 pandemic, could have conditioned the perceptions on pedagogy of death, and its importance. The pedagogy of death is an educational field that still has a long way to go in terms of research. Therefore, it is an emerging line of work to be taken into account for future studies, such as Dark Pedagogy and its relationship with the pedagogy of death and the relationship of this discipline with education for sustainability.

In addition, this research provides practical implications for educators. First, they should consider the inclusion of death pedagogy in the curriculum, providing students with tools to handle the topic of death and grief from an early age and even during adolescence. In addition, it is essential that both educators and health personnel receive continuous training in death pedagogy, so that they can address this issue with sensitivity and knowledge, especially given its impact on the emotional wellbeing of students. Finally, integrating death pedagogy into the programming of education, health, and social work schools can help create a more holistic and coordinated approach to addressing the issue of death in different contexts.

This research is relevant for several reasons. First, the pedagogy of death is a field that has been historically neglected, and early research suggests a growing interest. This study lays the foundations for the legitimization and development of this field within formal and informal education. Second, since death is an inevitable aspect of life, educating about this topic can contribute significantly to students' emotional wellbeing, helping to destigmatize the conversation around death and foster a culture of openness. Finally, the use of statistical and bibliometric procedures contributes to the creation of a solid evidence base that can be used by future researchers, educators and policy makers to inform changes in education and vocational training.

Finally, the study allows us to conclude that the pedagogy of death has begun to receive significant attention in the academic literature, indicating a change in the interest of researchers. This study is a pioneer in its database (Web of Science) and establishes a framework for future research in this field. In addition, five main areas of focus have been identified in death pedagogy: education on death in adolescents, education in childhood, educational attitudes among health professionals, end-of-life education, and the continuous training of educators on this topic. This suggests a need for diversification in teaching approaches and methods in different educational contexts. The pandemic has driven a remarkable evolution in the pedagogy of death, highlighting the importance of death education in the treatment of grief and anxiety, especially in children. This highlights the relevance of addressing these critical issues in times of crisis. Finally, the production and citations on the pedagogy of death vary significantly between countries, with China, the United States and Spain being the most active in this research. This international recognition can influence cooperation and the comparison of pedagogical approaches at the global level.
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