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Abstract

Prior research has indicated that a traumatic experience can have psychological

effects on individuals. The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of traumatic

death experiences on traditional college-ate students' assumptions about the world.
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The Impact of Traumatic Death Experiences on the World Assumptions of Traditional

Undergraduate Students

Researchers believe that individuals entering college face tremendous change and

turbulence, both within themselves and in their environment (Chickening, 1969; Erikson,

1968; Perry, 1970). Especially affected are individuals who have previously been exposed

to a traumatic experience. The impact of previous trauma may hinder students as they

experience further losses and separations during their lives, including normal

developmental transitions.

Previous research has shown that a traumatic event can effect college-age students

(Bradach & Jordan, 1995; Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Overcash, Calhoun, Cann, & Tedeschi,

1996; Vrana & Lautervach, 1994), and this may suggest that their assumptions about their

worlds have been radically altered in some way (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). Research dealing

with trauma has focused on the psychological effects that individuals may endure as a

result of a traumatic event (Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Janoff-Bulman & Frieze, 1983; Norris,

1992). Traumatic events disrupt individuals' daily functioning both psychologically and

socially within themselves and with others around them (Inglehart, 1991). The extent of

the impact on the survivor appears to depend on several demographic variables, such as

age (Bloom, 1987; Carter & McGoldrick, 1989), age the individual was affected (Lonetto,

1980; Schaeffer & Lyons, 1986), type of death experienced (Michalowski, 1976; Sheskin

& Wallace, 1976), number of deaths experienced (Boney-McCoy & Finkelhor, 1996;

Norris, 1992), relationship to the deceased (Freudenberger & Gallagher, 1995), whether

the death was witnessed (Figley, 1985; Michalowski, 1976), and social support of family
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and friends (Cobb, 1976; Lyons, 1991).

In summary, the problem under investigation is the relationship between traumatic

exposures and world assumptions. The significance of this impact was highlighted by

Schwartzberg and Janoff-Bulman (1991), who investigated the impact of a recent parental

death on world assumptions of college-age students. The study involved assessing world

assumptions of students who had lost a parent within the last 3 years (the death not

involving murder or suicide). This group was then compared to a matched control group

who had not suffered any parental deaths. The results indicated that students who had

suffered a recent parental death had different world assumptions than students within the

control group. The bereaved students were "less likely to believe in a meaningful world"

(p. 270) than were the students within the control group. In this study, Schwartzberg and

Janoff-Bulman investigated parental death, but they did not investigate "important

differences between sudden versus expected death" (p. 285). Another limitation found was

that this research did not address death by suicide or homicide, nor did it investigate

relationships other than parental.

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, the researchers attempted to discover

whether or not a traumatic death experience of another individual-- suicide, homicide,

natural death (unexpected illness), or accidental death impacted the world assumptions

of traditional college-age students. Second, the researchers attempted to find what

independent variables (age at which traumatic death experience occurred, type of

traumatic death experienced, number of deaths experienced, relationship to the deceased,

witnessing the death, and social support from family and friends) would be predictors of

5



Traumatic Death 5

the three world assumptions on the World Assumptions Scale: benevolence of the world,

meaningfulness of the world, and perceived self-worth.

METHODOLOGY

The researchers examined the effects of exposure to a traumatic death of another

individual on traditional college-age individuals' world assumptions. Janoff-Bulman's

(1989) World Assumptions Scale was used to assess these world assumptions. This

instrument assessed three different assumptions: (a) benevolence of the world (extent to

which people view the world positively or negatively), (b) meaningfulness of the world

(explanation of why events happen to particular people), and (c) perceived self worth (a

global evaluation of oneself).

Participants

Three hundred and fifty-four undergraduates were selected for this study. The sample

includes students from four universities in east Texas. The surveys were administered until

there were two hundred and fifty-one students in the group with exposure and one

hundred and three students in the non-exposure group. The participants were traditional

college-age students, 18-25 years old. The exposure group was composed of participants

who had experienced a traumatic death of another through either a homicide, suicide,

natural death (unexpected illness), or accidental death. The non-exposed group was

composed of participants who had not experienced a traumatic death of another through

either a homicide, suicide, natural death (unexpected illness), or accidental death.

Instrumentation

Four instruments were completed by the participants in this study. The first was a
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demographic instrument. The second instrument was Janoff-Bulman's (1989) World

Assumptions Scale, a 32-item tool that assessed an individual's basic assumptions toward

the world. The scale is grounded on the principle that everyone has cognitive

representations for the way that they think and process information that include

expectations of the world and human beings (Marris, 1974; Parkes, 1975). The 32

questions on the survey represent three different assumptions: benevolence of the world,

meaningfulness of the world, and perceived self-worth. The third instrument was

Procidano and Heller's (1983) Perceived Social Support-Family (PSS-Fa) and Perceived

Social Support-Friends (PSS-Fr) Scales. Both scales consisted of a 20-item self-report

which measured "the extent to which an individual perceives that his or her needs for

support, information, and feedback are fulfilled by friends and family" (p. 2). The scale

consisted of 20 questions which were subjective - - yes, no, or don't know- - answers. A

numerical score of 0-20; the higher the score the more social support was indicated on the

scale (Procidano and Heller, 1983).

Hypotheses

Hypothesis One.

There will be a significant mean difference between those exposed to a traumatic

death experience of another and those not exposed to a traumatic death experience of

another on the three scales of the World Assumptions Scale.

Hypothesis Two.

Age at which traumatic death experience occurred, type of traumatic death

experience, number of deaths experienced, relationship to the deceased, if the death was
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witnessed, social support from family and social support from friends will be predictive of

the Benevolence of the World Scale as measured by the World Assumptions Scale.

Hypothesis Three.

Hypothesis Three addressed the extent to which age at which traumatic death

experience occurred, type of traumatic death experience, number of deaths experienced,

relationship to the deceased, if the death was witnessed, social support from family and

social support from friends will be predictive of the Meaningfulness of the World Scale as

measured by the World Assumptions Scale.

Hypothesis Four.

Hypothesis Four addressed the extent to which age at which traumatic death

experience occurred, type of traumatic death experience, number of deaths experienced,

relationship to the deceased, if the death was witnessed, social support from family and

social support from friends will be predictive of the Perceived Self-Worth Scale as

measured by the World Assumptions Scale.

RESULTS

The major purpose of this study was to examine the impact of traumatic death

experiences of an individual on college-age students' world assumptions as measured by

the World Assumptions Scale.

Hypothesis One

Hypothesis One addressed the differences between those exposed to a traumatic

death experience of another and those not exposed to a traumatic death experience of

another on the cumulative score on the World Assumptions Scale. Results indicated that

8



Traumatic Death 8

no significant difference between the participants exposed to a traumatic death and those

participants not exposed to a traumatic death were found.

Hypothesis Two

Hypothesis Two addressed the extent to which age at which traumatic death

experience occurred, type of traumatic death experience, number of deaths experienced,

relationship to the deceased, if the death was witnessed, social support from family and

social support from friends predicted scores on the Benevolence of the World Scale as

measured by the World Assumptions Scale. The variable type of traumatic death

experience, number of deaths experienced, if the death was witnessed, and social support

from friends were eliminated in the backward multiple regression. Six percent of the

variance on the Benevolence of World Scale was accounted forby age at which the

traumatic death was experienced, relationship to the deceased, and social support from the

family. The results indicate that the older the age of death was experienced the more

positive their perceptions toward benevolence of the world. The closer the relationship to

the deceased the more positive their perceptions toward the benevolence of the world. The

more social support for the family the more positive their perceptions toward the

benevolence of the world.

Hypothesis Three

Hypothesis Three addressed the extent to which age at which traumatic death

experience occurred, type of traumatic death experience, number of deaths experienced,

relationship to the deceased, if the death was witnessed, social support from family and

social support from friends predicted scores on the Meaningfulness of the World Scale. In
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the backward multiple regression used to predict Meaningfulness of the World Scale all

variables were eliminated, therefore no predictions were significant.

Hypothesis Four

Hypothesis Four addressed the extent to which age at which traumatic death

experience occurred, type of traumatic death experience, number of deaths experienced,

relationship to the deceased, if the death was witnessed, social support from family and

social support from friends predicted scores on the Perceived Self-Worth Scale as

measured by the World Assumptions Scale. The variable types of traumatic death

experience, number of deaths experienced, relationship to the deceased, if the death was

witnessed, and social support from friends were eliminated in the backward multiple

regression. Three percent of the variance on the Perceived Self-Worth Scale was

accounted for by social support from the family. The results indicate more social support

from the family the more positive their perceptions toward perceived self-worth.

Discussion

Many researchers have found that the disruptive effect of a traumatic experience is

related to other demographic variables, such as age (Bloom, 1987; Carter & McGoldrick,

1989), age the individual was affected (Lonetto, 1980; Schaeffer & Lyons, 1986), type of

death experienced (Michalowski, 1976; Sheskin & Wallace, 1976), number of deaths

experienced (Boney-McCoy & Finkelhor, 1996; Norris, 1992), relationship to the

deceased (Freudenberger & Gallagher, 1995), and social support of family and friends

(Cobb, 1976; Lyons, 1991).

Many researchers have found that the age at which a death is experienced may affect
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the way an individual view's death as well as the meaning that is attributed to the event.

The age at which the child was exposed to the death affects their views of themselves and

the world (Lonetto, 1980; Schaeffer & Lyons, 1986; Stevenson, 1987). James (1994)

went further and stated that a traumatic experience could affect a child's development,

mentally and emotionally. This appeared evident in the results of the current study. The

findings implied that the age at which the exposure to the traumatic death occurred

accounted for six percent of the variance in benevolence of the world. This is supportive

of the fact that individuals who were older and more developed emotionally and

psychologically when the death occurred had more positive perceptions toward

benevolence of the world.

The type of death one is exposed to can affect world assumptions. In support of this

statement Michalowski (1976) felt that the manner in which one dies determines the

meaning of death, not the act of death itself. Lundin (1984) went further to suggest that

exposure to a sudden or violent death could cause intense grief which may lead to a

variety of emotions and assumptive changes within an individual (Hodgkinson, Joseph,

Yule, & Williams, 1995). These findings, however, were not supported by this study. This

study found that the type of traumatic death exposure did not affect world assumptions.

This finding is different than the above research possibly because of the limited population

which was surveyed.

Findings suggest that the relationship to the deceased affects survivors.
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Freudenberger and Gallagher (1995) investigated the impact of a parental death on

children of various ages. The results suggested that children who lost a parent were

affected by their loss. The researchers noticed that these children yearned for their parents,

some of them continuing to do so in later life. In another study by Scheeringa and Zeanah

(1995) they found similar results when studying participants under 48 months of age. They

found that even at this young age individuals who experienced a trauma of their care-giver

developed symptoms of fear and aggressiveness. This is indicative that the relationship to

the deceased could have an impact on an individuals perceptions toward themselves and

the world.

Ganellen and Blaney's (1984) study suggest that social support offered to individuals

experiencing a trauma enabled them to face the crisis and work through to a possible

solution. This supports the findings that social support from one's family was predictive of

a person having a more positive outlook toward the benevolence of the world and also

having a more positive perception of self-worth. This coping mechanism may allow

individuals faced with a trauma to reestablish their beliefs in the benevolence of the world

as well as their self worth in a safe and supportive environment. Another study that is

supportive of these findings examined social support from family, friends, community, and

legal professionals. The results indicate that a person who feels that there is support in a

healthy and stable environment was able to adapt in a more healthy manner to a traumatic

event than individuals who did not have social support (Symonds, 1980).

These findings indicate that counselors may want to focus more on the person who

experienced the traumatic death, than on the traumatic death alone. It appears that a
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person's perception toward the world and themselves is significantly related to when the

death was experienced, who died, and the level of support from family. These factors play

a crucial role in determining world assumptions in the present and future.

Summary

The lack of research concerning exposure to the impact of traumatic death on

world assumptions provided the rationale for this investigation. The study was designed to

examine if exposure to traumatic death impacted world assumptions. The study then went

further to investigate what types of demographic variables might affect world assumptions

upon being exposed to traumatic death.

The analyses showed some significant results. One multiple regression showed that

age at which the traumatic death occurred, relationship to the deceased, and social support

from the family were significantly related to benevolence of the world. Another multiple

regression indicated that social support from the family was significantly related to

perceived self-worth.

Thus, there appeared to be differences in individuals who were exposed to a

traumatic death in regards to the age of exposure, relationship to the deceased, and social

support from the family. This suggests that counselors may want to investigate more

carefully the traumatic death experience for each different person and use their findings

within pertinent interventions.



Traumatic Death 13

References

Bloom, M. V. (1987). Leaving home: A family transition. In J. Bloom-Feshback &
S. Bloom-Feshback. (Eds.), The psychology of separation and loss (pp. 232-266). San
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Boney-McCoy, S., & Finkelhor, D. (1996). Is youth victimization related to trauma
symptoms and depression after controlling for prior symptoms and family relationships? A
longitudinal, prospective study. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 64 (6),
1406-1416.

Bradach, K. M., & Jordan, J. R. (1995). Long-term effects of a family history of
traumatic death on adolescent individuation. Death Studies, 19, 315-336.

Carter, E., & McGoldrick, M. (1989). The changing family life-cycle: A framework
for family therapy (2nd ed.). New York: Gardner Press.

Chickering, A. W. (1969). Education and identity. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Cobb, S. (1976). Social support as a moderator of life stress. Psychosomatic
Medicine, 38, 300-314.

Erikson, E. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New York: Norton.

Figley, C. R. (1985). From victim to survivor. In C. R. Figley (Ed.), Trauma and its
wake (pp. 398-415). New York: Brunner/Mazel.

Freudenberger, H. J., & Gallagher, K. M. (1995). Emotional consequences of loss
for our adolescents. Psychotherapy, 32 (1), 150-153.

Ganellen, R. J., & Blaney, P. H. (1984). Hardiness and social support as moderators
of the effects of life stress. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 47 (1), 156-163.

Hodgkinson, P. E., Joseph, S., Yule, W., & Williams, R. (1995). Measuring grief
after sudden violent death: Zeebrugge bereaved at 30 months. Personality and Individual
Differences, 18 (6), 805-808.

Inglehart, M. R. (1991). Reactions to critical life events: A social psychological
analysis. New York: Praeger Publishers.

James, B. (1994). Handbook for treatment of attachment-trauma problems in
children. New York: The Free Press.

14



Traumatic Death 14

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1989). Assumptive worlds and the stress of traumatic events:
Applications of the schema construct. Social Cognition 7 (2), 113-136.

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1992). Shattered assumptions. New York: The Free Press.

Janoff-Bultnan, R., & Frieze, I. H. (1983). A theoretical perspective for
understanding reactions to victimization. Journal of Social Issues, 39, 1-17.

Lonetto, R. (1980). Children's conceptions of death. New York: Springer.

Lundin, T. (1984). Long-term outcome of bereavement. British Journal of
Psychiatry, 145, 424-428Lyons, J. A. (1991). Strategies for assessing the potential for
positive adjustment following trauma. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 4, 93-110.

Marris, P. (1974). Loss and change. New York: Pantheon Books.

Michalowski, R. (1976). The social meaning of violent death. Omega, 7, 83-93.

Norris, F. (1992). Epidemiology of trauma: Frequency and impact of different
potentially traumatic events on different demographic groups. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology, 60 (3), 409-418.

Overcash, W.S., Calhoun, L. G., Cann, A., & Tedeschi, R. G. (1996). Coping with
crises: An examination of the impact of traumatic events on religious beliefs. The Journal
of Genetic Psychology, 157 (4), 455-464.

Parkes, C. M. (1975). What becomes of redundant world models? A contribution to
the study of adaptation to change. British Journal of Medical Psychology, 48., 131-137.

Perry, W. G. (1970). Forms of intellectual and ethical development in the college
years. New York: Holt. Rinehart and Winston.

Procidano, M. E., & Heller, K. (1983). Measures of perceived social support from
friends and from family: Three validation studies. American Journal of Community
Psychology, 11 (1) 1-24.

Schaeffer, D., & Lyons, C. (1986). How do we tell the children? A parent's guide to
helping children understand and cope when someone dies. New York: New Market Press.

Scheeringa, M. S., & Zeanah, C. H. (1995). Symptom expression and trauma
variables in children under 48 months of age. Infant Mental Health Journal. 16 (4), 259-
270.

15



Traumatic Death 15

Schwartzberg, S. S., & Janoff-Bulman, R. (1991). Grief and the search for meaning:
Exploring and assumptive worlds of bereaved college students. Journal of Social and
Clinical Psychology_10, 270-288.

Sheskin, A., & Wallace, S. (1976). Differing bereavements: Suicide, natural and
accidental death. Omega, 7 (3), 229-242.

Stevenson, R. G. (1987). The fear of death in childhood. In J. E. Schowalter, P.
Buschman, P. It Patterson, A. Ii Kutscher, & M. Tallmer, R. G. (Eds.), Children and
death: Perspectives from birth to adolescence (pp.123-131). New York: Praeger.

Symonds, M. (1980). The "second injury" to victims. Evaluation and Change, 36-38.

Vrana, S., & Lautervach, D. (1994). Prevalence of traumatic events and
post-traumatic psychological symptoms in a nonclinical sample of college students.
Journal of Traumatic Stress, 7 (2), 289-302.

16



r

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

ERIC
03a. loS"3

Title: 7AL klita tt" o'f' if a_ %) C- Deoct-k. E ee 0
ASS fitid;0 etS of rfccl; 4408-1/4c._1 (-) /lc it al r SAJ.Icet-tr

14-L IA) O (Id

Author(s): c ful ite_r ( outs-ho) I 4 -Tr RI T-
Corporate Source:

?) e_ cA_ COINt
II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

Publication Date:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

1

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination In microfiche or other ERIC archival

media (e.g., elect ionic) and paper copy.

Sign
here,-)
please

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

n
Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination In microfiche and in electronic media

for ERIC archival collegian subscribers only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2B documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

\e,

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2B

Check here for Level 28 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as Indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproductidn from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

ricio,4,4A
Address

meg- Co I ler :13 (re-0., Ly

Printed Name/Position/Title:

Ye_nn Amrst,,1
6496-7SO 517Y /

,,Telephone:

teflor of Covitse4

E-Mail Address: Date
Ttilx ; Pict /5 iced Q

y 1..00
(over)



1 4

III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:
University of Maryland

ERIC. Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation
1129 Shriver Laboratory
College Park, MD 20742

Attn: Acquisitions

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2nd Floor

Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-953-0263
e -mail: ericfac@ineted.gov

WWW: http://encfac.piccard.csc.com

EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)
PREVIOUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE.


