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Keywords: Background and Purpose: Bereavement and loss are very significant events in the lives of
Intellectual disability, individuals with intellectual disabilities. While thinking about death and dealing with related
borderline intellectual guestions are common during adolescence, adolescents with intellectual disabilities often receive
functioning, little information about death, particularly when it comes to the death of their loved ones. The
adolescence, objective of the present research was to clarify the concept of death in adolescents with mild
death, intellectual disabilities and borderline intellectual functioning, using the existential phenomenology
existential approach.

phenomenological Method: The research was designed qualitatively and existentially, the research community

consisted of adolescents who were studying in special schools located in Bandar Anzali city in 2022.
The data was collected by conducting semi-structured interviews with 23 adolescents who had mild
intellectual disabilities (1Q: 50-70) and borderline intellectual functioning (1Q: 70-85). The data
analysis was performed manually and using the Dickelman method (1992) simultaneously with the
data collection process.

Results: In the data analysis, three main themes were extracted: "Death-Related Experiences",
"Continuity of Death in the Context of Life" and "Life against Death", and each of these main themes
emerged through the analysis of several sub-themes.

Conclusions: The findings of this study, in alignment with the theoretical basis and existential
phenomenology research, highlight that adolescents with mild intellectual disabilities and borderline
intellectual functioning perceive death as an existential structure. They also emphasized the need for
more awareness of issues related to death. Despite their efforts to make sense of life, they feel that
people around them often overlook their developmental needs. These insights, along with other
research evidence concerning the issue of existential death, provide valuable information for
educational and therapeutic experts. In planning educational and rehabilitation programs for
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Introduction

Intellectual disabilities (Intellectual Developmental Disorder)
are a type of neurodevelopmental disorder that is characterized
by deficits in general mental abilities. These deficits lead to
impairments in adaptive functioning, which means that
individuals may fail to meet standards of personal
independence and social responsibility in one or more aspects
of daily life. These people also tend to have cognitive defects,
such as problems with abstract thinking and self-centered
thinking, which distinguish them from their peers (2). One of
the challenges faced by individuals with intellectual disabilities
is their perception of death, dying, and bereavement. Parents
and educators often hesitate to discuss these topics with
children and adolescents (3), yet there is a direct relationship
between how individuals perceive death and their fear of it (13).
Adolescents with intellectual disabilities are particularly at risk
of suicide (21), making it essential to address this topic with
them.

Bereavement reactions in individuals with intellectual
disabilities differ from the general population due to limited
choices, influence of bereavement and trauma histories,
rejection, and mechanisms for expressing grief (7). Teaching
content related to death in exceptional schools has been
researched (8-9) as adolescents often contemplate death and
related questions (18). The COVID-19 pandemic has made
children and adolescents face the concept of death and
mourning more frequently, which has affected their attitudes
and sensitivity toward these concepts (19). Understanding how
adolescents perceive death as an existential structure can
provide a theoretical basis for planning treatment protocols for
those with intellectual disabilities. It can also affect educational
content related to death and support services for those
experiencing bereavement. About the understanding and
concept of death in individuals with intellectual disabilities,
research has been conducted (15-16-17). However, such
research has not been conducted in Iran. In a broader sense, the
findings of this research can help define the boundaries of
existential psychology, which has traditionally focused on
individuals with normal intelligence and function.

Method

A total of 23 participants, 14 boys and 9 girls aged 16 to 22,
were selected through purposive sampling to maximize
diversity. Out of the 23 participants, 5 had borderline
intellectual functioning (1Q: 70-85) and 18 had mild intellectual
disability (1Q: 50-70). The research community consisted of
adolescents who were studying in special schools located in
Bandar Anzali city in 2022. Inclusion criteria were age (15 to
25 years), ability to speak, lack of severe physical illness (such
as epilepsy), and absence of co-occurring mental disorders
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(such as autism spectrum disorder). The exit criterion was
reluctance to participate in the interview. To ensure accuracy,
the 1Q levels and intellectual disabilities of the participants
were confirmed by studying their referrals to special schools.
Additionally, preliminary interviews were conducted with the
guidance of the educational staff to assess their speaking
abilities and to ensure that they did not have any physical or
psychological disorders that could bias the results. All
participants were living with their parents, and written consent
was obtained from their families while verbal consent was
obtained from the participants before the interview.

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured
interviews that were conducted face-to-face in a separate room.
The general space of the questions was determined based on the
existential phenomenology approach. During the interviews,
the participants were asked about their perception of death,
personal experiences, and feelings related to it. They were
asked to describe the meaning of death, share their experiences
of losing someone close to them, and express the emotions they
felt during those situations. Additionally, the participants were
asked to describe in detail the situations in which they
experienced the fear of death and share their thoughts and
actions about this experience. Diekelmann's (1992) method was
utilized to conduct the data analysis. To ensure reliable research
data, the five criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1990) were utilized
for scientific accuracy.

Results

The findings of this study tried to present a clear picture from
the point of view of adolescents with intellectual disabilities
about existential death in their lived experience. All teenagers
started answering the interview questions with previous
experiences related to death. They further stated that they know
that a person's life may end at any moment. During the
interview, adolescents revealed that they often avoid discussing
death with adults or caregivers as they believe their concerns
will be dismissed. Additionally, most teenagers expressed that
people around them have lower expectations of their abilities
and limit their support to basic daily care training. This
disregards the potential talents and ambitions of teenagers who
have already acquired self-help and educational skills. This
need increases with age. Teenagers in their final year of
education may lose their outlook on life and require more
attention from those around them. During the interview,
teenagers expressed their eagerness to acquire new skills and
techniques. Unfortunately, their aspirations were often
dismissed by those around them. Most teenagers maintain a
"mental to-do list" of things they want to accomplish in their
lifetime. The themes from the interview on the concept of death
are presented in Table 1, categorized by sub-themes and main
themes.



Quarterly Journal of
Child Mental Health

Tablel. Sub-themes and main themes of the concept of death
Sub-themes Main themes
Pet death
Death of others
Indirect exposure
Life in the horizon of time
Accepting the possibility of

Death-Related Experiences

Continuity of Death in the

Context of Life
death
Limited expectations of
others Life against Death
Task in life

In this research, the concept of death was explored through a
phenomenological analysis of participants' perceptions. The
data were analyzed at three levels (29). Firstly, semantic
statements were extracted from the interviews that represented
key points. These points were the most frequently occurring in
the interviews and included dialogue. Secondly, sub-themes
were identified to integrate the propositions. Each sub-theme
included multiple propositions with the same meaning. Finally,
a deeper analysis of the previous levels was conducted,
considering the theoretical approach of existential
phenomenology. This led to the identification of themes related
to propositions and semantic units.

Conclusion
This study explored how adolescents with mild intellectual
disability and borderline intellectual functioning perceive death
through existential phenomenology. The findings suggest that
such adolescents avoid discussing death due to societal taboos.
Openly discussing death can reduce fear (13), and individuals
with intellectual disabilities welcome knowledge about it (7).
The study emphasizes their right to understand a fundamental
aspect of human existence. During the course of the study, it
was found that adolescents believe that educational content
related to death is not given due importance in their academic
curriculum. According to a study (8), teaching topics related to
death can aid in the mourning process and guide personal
decision-making. This educational content gap mirrors Gascon
findings (9), highlighting exceptional students' openness to
learning about life and death concepts in school.

The findings of the recent research contest the conventional
belief that adolescents with mild intellectual disability and
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borderline intellectual functioning are unable to comprehend
the existential issue of death due to their cognitive limitations.
The study suggests that despite these limitations, adolescents
with mild intellectual disabilities and borderline intellectual
functioning grapple with the existential concern of death. It is
important to note that due to the small sample size, certain
variables related to the concept of death, such as previous
experiences with bereavement, birth order, and family
conditions (including whether the only child in the family has
a disorder or not), were not taken into account during the
research. Future studies should strive to consider these
variables and compare their potential impact on how
individuals perceive the concept of death.
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