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Abstract: The current paper presents the results from two studies designed to test the hypothesis, derived from Terror
Management Theory, that reminders of death would increase the need to perceive telos or purpose behind occurrences in
the social world. In Study 1, mortality salience increased university students’ perception that the events described in vi-
gnettes happened for a reason or purpose but only when the consequences were life altering and negative. In Study 2,
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A Terror Management Analysis of Perceived Purpose:
The Effects of Mortality Salience on Attributions for Occur-
rences

“I believe that everything happens for a reason. Peo-
ple change so that you can learn to let go, things go
wrong so that you appreciate them when they're right,
you believe lies so you eventually learn to trust no
one but yourself, and sometimes good things fall
apart so better things can fall together.”

Marilyn Monroe

The idea that everything happens for a reason is a popu-
lar sentiment open to multiple interpretations. In one sense it
could be taken to mean that the universe is not random or
chaotic but rather governed by causal laws that can be dis-
cerned through observation. This premise is the central un-
derpinning of the empirical epistemology that forms the ba-
sis for scientific investigation. However, it could also be
taken to mean something like divine providence, such that
the universe is governed by a beneficent force that adheres to
humans principles of justice. The authors of the present pa-
per argue that maintaining a belief that the world is not only
orderly and predictable but also beneficent and fair is essen-
tial to human psychological equanimity. We further argue
that the human motive to perceive purpose in the social
world serves a terror management function by mitigating
existential anxiety.

MAKING SENSE OF THE WORLD

Human beings are meaning-creating creatures that de-
velop causal models of the relation between self and the
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external world and impose those models on experience in
order to interpret the world in an orderly and stable way [1-
3]. The ability to create meaningful mental representations of
the constant stream of sensory information is essential for
the sense of control and predictability required to pursue
goal-directed behavior.

Perhaps the most eloquent proponent of the human need
for meaning was Viktor Fankl, who in his experience as a
prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp, observed that the
prisoners who were able to survive were those who could
find some meaning in their suffering and maintain some
hope for a future life [1]. Frankl used this experience as the
basis for developing an approach to psychotherapy know as
logotherapy, in which he rejected the Freudian claim that
people were motivated by the desire for pleasure in favor of
the claim that “the striving to find a meaning in one’s life is
the primary motivational force” (p. 154).

Later theorists have followed in the tradition of privileg-
ing meaning over other human needs. For example, Bau-
meister argued that humans share basic physiological needs
with all other animals and share needs for power and belong-
ingness with other social animals. The need for meaning is
unique to humans, however, as we are the only cultural ani-
mals. In fact, Baumeister posited that meaning is even more
important than happiness in determining life-satisfaction, as
people can delay hedonic satisfactions and endure suffering
in the pursuit of meaningful goals [2]. Similarly, according
to the meaning maintenance model [3], the primary human
psychological motive is to perceive the world as meaningful.
Threats in the domains of uncertainty, damaged self-esteem,
or interpersonal rejection undermine perceived meaning,
because they violate expectations about the social world de-
rived from mental models and consequently people respond
to these threats with compensatory efforts to re-establish
meaning.
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From one perspective, the human quest for meaning is
primarily a rational one in which individuals act like amateur
scientists weighing various sources of information with the
goal of making the most accurate decision. Kelly’s covaria-
tion model is a prime example of this approach. In this
model, people make attributions to an actor, a target, or situ-
ational factors by examining information about consistency,
consensus, and distinctiveness [4]. However, people may not
always be motivated to seek out sufficient information to
make correct decisions. From the social cognition perspec-
tive, people are cognitive misers and will trade accuracy for
speed by relying on heuristics [5]. People are motivated by a
need to perceive the world accurately, but due to the over-
whelming amount of information about the social world
available through the senses, they must take shortcuts and
rely on schemas to simplify the social world.

However, social psychologists have recognized that attri-
butions about social behavior are not always produced purely
out of a desire for accuracy but rather suffer from motiva-
tional biases. Kunda articulated a motivated social cognition
perspective in which people frequently evaluate evidence in
order to confirm pre-existing beliefs [6]. People are not al-
ways rational scientists following the evidence to its natural
conclusion but rather selectively attend to, distort, and ma-
nipulate evidence to protect fundamental assumptions about
the world, the violation of which would produce psychologi-
cal distress.

Lerner identified one such motive as the need to believe
in a just world in which good things happen to good people
and bad things happen to bad people. More specifically, he
argued that the aversion to witnessing the suffering of inno-
cent people leads to a biased attributional process, in which
people are motivated to blame the victim of negative life
events [7]. Similarly, Janoff-Bulman argued that our percep-
tion is influenced by an assumptive worldview characterized
by trust in the benevolence of other people, the meaningful-
ness of existence, and the worthiness of our self. Traumatic
events that shatter these assumptions severely undermine
psychological well-being [8].

Although a variety of motivational biases may influence
people’s perceptions of the social and natural world, these
motives may not be ends in themselves but may be a means
of accomplishing the broader goal of mitigating existential
anxiety. According to one perspective known as Terror Man-
agement Theory [9], the desire to perceive the self as a wor-
thy contributor to a fair and meaningful world operates in the
services of the more overarching goal of attenuating the po-
tentially debilitating anxiety stemming from the uniquely
human awareness of personal mortality.

TERROR MANAGEMENT THEORY

Terror Management Theory (TMT) is based on the cen-
tral premise that the uniquely human awareness of death
presents a potentially debilitating source of anxiety that must
be managed [9]. According to TMT, individually internal-
ized but consensually validated social fictions known as cul-
tural worldviews serve as a psychological buffer against
death anxiety by delineating the prescribed standards of be-
havior that allow adherents to believe that they are making a
valuable contribution to some meaningful and enduring pro-
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ject. Cultural worldviews serve as psychological shields
against the anxiety derived from the human awareness of the
universality of death and vulnerability to myriad potentially
lethal threats by allowing individuals to perceive the world
as an orderly and manageable place where death by accident
or disease can be avoided through proper vigilance. Cultural
worldviews also serve to mitigate the existential anxiety de-
rived from the awareness of the inevitability of death and
fears of personal extinction by offering hope for some means
of literal or symbolic immortality in which an individual’s
identity is defined as more valuable and enduring than a cor-
poreal, corruptible, and creaturely container.

Empirical support for the terror management function of
culture comes from findings that experimentally-induced
thoughts of death increased discomfort with using valued
national and religious symbols in inappropriate ways [10],
led to greater derogation of those who criticized one’s coun-
try [11], and increased liking for attitudinally, politically,
and religiously similar others [12]. In addition, threatening
national values and challenging religious beliefs increased
the accessibility of death-related thoughts leaving people
vulnerable to the potential experience of existential anxiety
[13]. The effects of mortality salience on cultural worldview
defense are not attributable to general negative emotions and
similar reactions are not generated in response to priming
other aversive thoughts [14]. Further, both giving partici-
pants a placebo that purportedly blocks anxiety [15] and
providing participants with bogus scientific evidence sup-
posedly supporting the existence of literal immortality [16]
have been shown to reduce defensive reactions in response to
reminders of death, thereby suggesting that these defenses
are enacted specifically as a way to ward off death anxiety.

TMT AND ATTRIBUTIONS

If motivational biases to perceive the world as fair and
beneficent can influence causal attributions and these moti-
vational biases operate to maintain the integrity of a cultural
worldview that buffers the self from existential anxiety, then
it follows that reminders of death should influence the attri-
bution process. Consistent with this reasoning, previous
studies have demonstrated how experimentally-induced
thoughts of death can influence attributions. For example,
Mikulincer and Florian demonstrated that mortality salience
intensified the self-serving bias in which internal, global, and
stable attributions were given for personal successes and
external, specific, and unstable attributions were given for
personal failures [17].

In addition, mortality salience led to increased nationalis-
tic bias in assigning blame to the maker of a car involved in
an accident [18]. Participants were presented with stories
depicting a person who was injured in an automobile crash.
The details of the case were the same except for whether the
car was a foreign or domestic model. Compared to partici-
pants in the control condition, those in the mortality salience
condition assigned more blame for the accident to the manu-
facturer of the foreign car than to the manufacturer of the
domestic car. These findings support the role of terror man-
agement processes in attributions. Because self-esteem and
cultural worldview serve a death-anxiety-buffering function,
reminders of death motivates defensive attributions to en-
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hance the perception that the self is valuable and that one’s
in-group is superior to out-groups.

Similarly, Hirschberger argued that people would engage
in a rational, evidenced-based attribution process when exis-
tential threat was not salient but that when people felt vul-
nerable, such as when reminded of their mortality, they
would engage in a defensive attribution process, such as
blaming the victim to protect the belief in a just world [19].
In two studies, he showed that mortality salience reduced the
normal compassionate response to severely injured accident
victims. Compared to participants in the control conditions,
those who had been reminded of death assigned more blame
to accident victims but only when those victims were se-
verely injured. Further, the results of a third study showed
that the effects of mortality salience were driven by a defen-
sive motive to protect the belief in a just world. When the
injured person depicted in the vignette was clearly responsi-
ble for the accident by driving recklessly, mortality salience
had no effects on attributions of blame to the victim. How-
ever, mortality salience did increase attribution of blame to
innocent victims when they were severely injured.

The studies described above offer converging evidence
that the need to manage existential terror can motivate biased
attributions to maintain the assumptions about the value of
the self and fairness of the world that form the basis of the
death-anxiety-buffer composed of self-esteem and cultural
worldview. There may be, however, an additional motiva-
tional aspect of the death anxiety buffer that biases attribu-
tions— namely the need to perceive purpose in the world. It
would be difficult to maintain beliefs about the meaningful-
ness and value of existence without also being convinced
that everything happens for a reason.

THE NEED TO PERCEIVE PURPOSE

Davis, Juhl, and Routledge examined the need to per-
ceive purpose in the natural world [20]. Specifically, they
focused on teleological beliefs that involve explaining natu-
ral phenomenon in terms of progressing toward some ulti-
mate goal. Teleological beliefs are not rationally warranted,
because from a scientific perspective the natural world is not
assumed to operate in the pursuit of some goal. These au-
thors posited that teleological beliefs stem from a motiva-
tional bias to ameliorate existential anxiety because unless
the natural world is imbued with purpose, it is difficult to
create a meaningful and significant human role in the world
that would afford the means to self-esteem and literal or
symbolic immortality.

Davis et al. reported evidence from three studies support-
ing the terror management function of perceiving purpose
[20]. In Study 1, providing arguments supporting teleologi-
cal beliefs reduced the accessibility of death-related
thoughts. In study 2, subtle reminders of personal death in-
creased people’s general belief that everything happens for a
reason. In Study 3, mortality salience led to an increased
agreement with specific scientifically unwarranted teleologi-
cal statements about nature such as “bees carry pollen to help
plants grow.” The results of these three studies led Davis et
al. to conclude that perceiving purpose is an important
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function of cultural worldview that facilitates the manage-
ment of existential terror.

The present research extended the terror management
analysis of purpose by examining the causal attributions for
circumstantial events that affect the lives of other people. If
perceived purpose assuages death anxiety, then priming in-
dividuals to think about their mortality should increase the
tendency to see purpose or design behind why things happen
to other people. This tendency should be especially strong
when the events have life-altering and negative conse-
quences in the lives of other people, because it is under these
conditions that one would feel most vulnerable to similar
outcomes and most need to validate the assumption of pur-
pose, which is an important death-anxiety-buffering property
of cultural worldview.

Study 1

The goal of Study 1 was to demonstrate the terror man-
agement function of perceived purpose by showing that mor-
tality salience increased the need to perceive occurrences in
the social world as happening for a reason. The current re-
search extends previous TMT research that has focused on
teleological beliefs about the natural world and endorse-
ments of general statements about perceived purpose [20],
by examining causal attributions for specific social phenom-
ena in the form of occurrences that happened to other people.
The present study differs from previous TMT research on
blaming victims who were injured by accident or attack [19]
in that the more general need to perceive purpose behind an
array of outcomes with social, health, and financial conse-
quences was examined. Participants were randomly assigned
to a mortality salience or control condition prior to reading
vignettes depicting positive or negative and life-altering or
not life-altering events that happened to other people. These
events were occurrences because the outcomes were not
causally connected to the actions of the people involved but
rather happened due to forces outside their control. It was
hypothesized that participants in the mortality salience con-
dition would view the occurrences as more likely happening
for some purpose than would participants in the control con-
dition.

METHOD
Participants

Participants were 72 students enrolled in introductory
psychology classes. Students received partial credit towards
the fulfillment of a class research participation requirement.
All participants were treated in accordance with the ethical
principles and guidelines of the American Psychological
Association [21]. The responses from 3 participants were
dropped, because they failed to answer the mortality salience
induction questions. Due to a copying error, demographic
information was not obtained for 42 of the 69 remaining par-
ticipants. Of the participants for whom demographic infor-
mation was obtained, 10 were men and 27 were women and
they ranged in age from 18-22 years (M = 18.96, SD = 1.22).
These demographics are characteristic of the student body at
the institution where the research was conducted and are
likely representative of the entire sample.
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Materials and Procedure

Participants arrived in groups of 5-15 to a psychology
laboratory to participate in what they were told was a study
about personality and how people explain why things hap-
pen. After signing informed consent forms, participants
completed the 10-item Personality Inventory [22] as a filler
task to give credibility to the purported interest in personal-
ity. Following a procedure described by Hirschberger and
Ein-Dor, participants were randomly assigned to write about
their own death or taking a difficult exam [23]. Participants
in the mortality salience condition wrote responses to two
open-ended questions about their own death, whereas par-
ticipants in the control condition wrote responses to two par-
allel questions about taking a difficult exam.

Following the mortality salience or exam prime, partici-
pants completed the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS) as a measure of current mood [24]. This measure
is typically included in mortality salience studies to rule out
the possibility that the effects of the manipulation are due to
general negative affect. Following the procedure described
by Lyall and Thorsteinsson [25], a delay was created be-
tween the mortality salience induction and the dependent
measure by having participants respond to 10 items about
their activity level taken from the International Personality
Item Pool (IPIP) available at http:/ipip.ori.org/ [26]. This
distracter task was included because previous research has
found that mortality salience elicits the greatest effect on
symbolic defenses when thoughts of death are no longer the
focus of conscious attention [27].

All participants then read four vignettes (see Appendix)
developed and used in previous research on attributions by
Lupfer, Tolliver, and Jackson [28]. These vignettes described
occurrences with either positive or negative and either life-
altering or not life-altering consequences. Lupfer et al. re-
ported the results of pilot testing supporting the fact that par-
ticipants viewed the vignettes in the expected ways along the
dimensions of valence and impact. When they had partici-
pants rate how positive or negative the vignettes were, on a
scale from 1 (very negative) to 7 (very positive), positive
vignettes received valence ratings significantly above the
scale midpoint, whereas negative vignettes received valence
ratings significantly below the scale midpoint. When they
had participants rate how much the outcome changed the
central character’s life, on a scale from 1 (not much change)
to 7 (completely change), life-altering vignettes received
impact ratings significantly above the scale midpoint,
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whereas not life-altering vignettes received impact ratings
significantly below the scale midpoint [28].

In the current study, for each vignette, participants rated
how true they thought two statements were on a 7-point scale
anchored at 1 (absolutely not true) and 7 (absolutely true).
Specifically, participants rated the extent to which they
thought the events in the vignette “happened as part of a
grand purpose even if those involved don’t realize it” and
“there was no rhyme or reason to why it happened it just
happened.” This second item was reverse scored and an av-
erage score was created for each vignette such that higher
scores indicated greater teleological belief that there was a
purpose behind why things happen.

RESULTS

A multivariate analysis of variance was conducted with
condition (mortality salience/control) as the independent
variable and the rated purpose for each of the four occur-
rences as the dependent variables. There was a marginal
multivariate effect for condition, F (4, 64) = 2.18, p = .082,
np2 = .120. As can be seen in Table 1, participants in the
mortality salience condition perceived nominally more te-
los/purpose behind why all four occurrences happened than
did participants in the control condition. However, separate
independent sample t tests revealed that this difference only
reached statistical significance for the vignette depicting an
occurrence with negative and life-altering consequences.

DISCUSSION

The results of Study 1 were consistent with the hypothe-
sis that believing everything happens for a reason serves a
terror management function. Participants in the mortality
salience condition were more likely to view negative and
life-altering occurrences as happening for a reason and pur-
pose than were participants in the control condition. This
finding extends previous work on the terror management
function of teleological beliefs about nature and the world in
general [20] to beliefs about specific events in the social
world. The fact that the effects of mortality salience in the
present study were limited to occurrences with negative and
important consequences is consistent with a terror manage-
ment perspective, because it is under these circumstances
that people would feel most vulnerable to existential threat.

When we observe bad things happening to others that
negatively affect their lives in important ways, it can chal-

Table 1. The Effects of Mortality Salience on Perceived Purpose
Mortality Salience Control
Consequences of Occurrences M (SD) M (SD) t p
Valence/ impact
Positive/ life-altering 5.37(1.82) 4.94 (1.94) 0.95 346
Positive/ not life-altering 4.79 (1.85) 4.50 (1.67) 0.67 .503
Negative/ life-altering 5.34 (1.83) 4.34 (1.70) 2.53 .014
Negative/ not life-altering 5.15(1.83) 4.78 (1.66) 0.89 373
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lenge the assumptions of our worldview about the predict-
ability, fairness, and meaningfulness of the forces governing
the universe. If the wellbeing of others can be threatened by
forces that are unjust, unpredictable, or indifferent to human
concerns, then the implications are that one’s own wellbeing
is precarious and equally vulnerable to the same forces. Pre-
vious research has shown that reminders of death can moti-
vate blaming the victims of negative events as a way to abate
existential anxiety [19]. The findings of the current study
build on this tradition by documenting that existential threat
can also motivate the perception of purpose behind why bad
things happen to others. If the discomfort aroused by wit-
nessing the undeserved suffering of innocent people cannot
be made more palatable by blaming the victim, perhaps it
can be abated by perceiving some purpose behind the events
that makes them redemptive or necessary as part of a cosmic
plan.

Although Study 1, provided initial evidence for a terror
management function of perceived purpose, it was not possi-
ble to rule out order effects because the vignettes were not
counterbalanced. A second study was conducted to improve
upon this methodological issue, as well as to explore percep-
tions of purpose in a more nuanced way and to examine the
potential moderating role of individual differences.

Study 2

The goal of Study 2 was to replicate conceptually the
effect of mortality salience on the perception of purpose be-
hind occurrences using a slightly different measure. Specifi-
cally, we wanted to examine the hypotheses that reminders
of death would decrease perceptions that things happen ran-
domly due to chance and increase perceptions that things
happen as part of a divine plan. The former would be impor-
tant in maintaining the belief that the world is orderly and
predictable and the latter would be important in maintaining
the belief that the world is governed by a beneficent force
that is concerned with human well-being. Study 2, also ex-
amined defensive theology and personal need for structure as
individual difference variables that might potentially moder-
ate the effects of mortality salience on attributions for the
causes of occurrences to God and chance respectively.

Davis et al. [20] suggested that the traditional Christian
worldview ameliorates existential anxiety by allowing ad-
herents to believe that “since God designed the world and
humans for a purpose, life events that seem chaotic or ran-
dom must be part of a grander plan or vision” (p. 99). The
soothing effect of belief in divine purpose was beautifully
articulated in a deathbed interview given by Ernest Becker
(the cultural anthropologist whose work formed the founda-
tion for Terror Management Theory). When asked about his
imminent death from cancer, Becker [29] claimed that when
confronting their mortality people can find solace in “the fact
of the tremendous creative energies of the cosmos that are
using us for some purpose we don’t know. To be used for
divine purposes, however we may be misused; this is the
thing that consoles” (p. 226). This quote illustrates the desire
to believe that there is some beneficent plan governing the
universe that makes suffering tolerable because it happens
for a reason as part of something that is bigger and more
meaningful than the individual.
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Previous research has shown that attributions to God became
more prevalent than attributions to the human agency of the
actors or the influence of other people when the events were
occurrences (in which the target seemingly had little control
over the outcomes) than when the events were actions (in
which the target seemingly had control over the outcomes)
and that this effect was most pronounced when the conse-
quences were life-altering and positive [28]. People seem
most likely to evoke God as involved in the world when
good and important things happen. Perhaps this tendency
reflects the view that God is too busy to meddle in trivial
human affairs and only intervenes in important matters and
also the desire to maintain the goodness of an all-loving God
by not making him directly responsible for bad events.

In the current study, we expected that mortality salience
would intensify the previously documented tendency for
people to attribute important and positive events to God.
However, we also examined the possibility that this effect
would be moderated by individual differences in defensive
theology. Beck [30] defined a defensive religious orientation
as characterized by a rigid and unquestioned conviction in
special divine protection, insight, and destiny, which allows
for the maintenance of positive affect and the avoidance of
existential anxieties related to death and meaninglessness but
at the cost of less tolerance of those with different beliefs.
Beck [31] developed the Defensive Theology Scale (DTS) to
measure individual differences in the extent to which people
held defensive religious orientations. He further demon-
strated that scores on the DTS moderated the effects of mor-
tality salience on cultural worldview defense, as only those
participants with defensive religious orientations responded
to reminders of death by derogating people with disparate
religious beliefs. In the present study, we hypothesized that
the tendency to attribute occurrences to God in response to
mortality salience might be especially strong for participants
high on DTS.

In addition to looking at perceived purpose in terms of
attributions to God, we also examined the phenomenon from
the other direction in terms of attributions to luck or chance.
We reasoned that if mortality salience increased the need to
perceive purpose in the social world then this need would be
evidenced by a decreased tendency to attribute luck or
chance as the cause of occurrences. We also examined
whether the effect of mortality salience on perceived purpose
would be moderated by individual differences in personal
need for structure (PNS). Neuberg and Newsom [32] devel-
oped the PNS scale to measure individual differences in the
extent to which people are motivated to construct simple and
well-ordered mental representations of experience in order to
minimize ambiguity. Several previous studies have exam-
ined how PNS moderates the effects of mortality salience on
attributions.

Previous research has shown that mortality salience in-
creases aversion to meaninglessness and increases the desire
for structure and organization of the world but only among
those dispostionally high in PNS. For example, mortality
salience decreased liking for non-representational art only
among those high on PNS [33]. Similarly, PNS moderated
the effects of death primes on defensive attributions that pro-
tected beliefs in fairness and beneficence [34]. Landau et al.
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reported that only among participants high in PNS were
those in the mortality salience condition more likely to seek
information that devalued the victim of a crime than those in
the pain or uncertainty conditions. Further, only among those
high in PNS did mortality salience increase the appeal of a
causally dependent movie plot, in which a man’s apartment
burning down led to his meeting the woman of his dreams,
over a movie plot containing the same two causally unrelated
events [34]. However, not all mortality salience studies have
found a moderating role of PNS. Davis et al. [20] reported
no effect of individual differences in PNS on the tendency
for mortality salience to increase participants’ endorsement
of teleological statements as satisfactory explanations of the
natural world. Given the frequency with which PNS is exam-
ined in previous mortality salience studies, we thought it
prudent to include it in the current study. However, given the
discrepancies in the previous findings, we were uncertain as
to whether PNS would moderate the effects of mortality sali-
ence on perceived purpose for occurrences in the social
world.

In study 2 of the current paper, participants were ran-
domly assigned to a mortality salience or control condition
prior to reading the same vignettes used in Study 1. For each
occurrence, participants rated the extent to which they
thought luck, God, characteristics of the person affected, and
characteristics of the situation or influence of other people
were likely causes. TMT asserts that reminders of death
should intensify the need to perceive the world as orderly
and not chaotic, so we hypothesized that mortality salience
would increase attributions to God and decrease attributions
to luck. Because the events depicted in this study were not
easily attributable to the fault of the people affected or to the
actions of others, we did not expect mortality salience to
influence attributions to these causes but rather included
them to serve as controls, in order to rule out the possibility
that mortality salience would increase attributions to any
potential cause.

METHOD
Participants

Participants were 79 students enrolled in introductory
psychology classes. Students received partial credit towards
the fulfillment of a class research participation requirement.
All participants were treated in accordance with the ethical
principles and guidelines of the American Psychological
Association [21]. The response from 1 participant was
dropped because she failed to answer the mortality salience
induction questions. Given the focus of the present research
on attributions to God, the responses from 8 additional par-
ticipants were dropped because they indicated that they did
not believe in a theistic notion of God. Of the remaining 70
participants, 15 were men and 55 were women. Participants
ranged in age from 18-24 years (M = 18.97, SD = 1.04).

Materials and Procedure

Participants arrived in groups of 5-15 to a psychology
laboratory to participate in what they were told was a study
about personality and how people explain why things hap-
pen. After signing informed consent forms, participants pro-
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vided demographic information including age, gender, race,
and religious affiliation. Participants also answered questions
about their belief in God, religious attendance, and the im-
portance of religion in their lives.

Participants then completed the 10-item Personality Inven-
tory [22] as a filler task to give credibility to the purported
interest in personality. Next, participants completed the Per-
sonal Need for Structure Scale (PNS) and the Defensive
Theology Scale (DTS). The PNS [32] requires participants to
rate their agreement, on a 6-point scale, with 11 statements
about the extent to which they like order, predictability, and
certainty. The DTS [31] requires participants to rate their
agreement, on a 7-point scale, with 22 statements about the
extent to which God offers them special protection from mis-
fortune, gives them special insight into how to act, answers
even their most trivial prayers or requests, and has a plan and
purpose for their lives that is the reason behind everything
that happens to them.

Participants were then randomly assigned to a mortality sali-
ence or control condition using the same procedure described
in Study 1. Following the mortality salience or exam prime,
participants completed the same measure of mood and dis-
tracter task described in Study 1.

All participants then read the same four vignettes described
in Study 1 [28]. However, in Study 2 the vignettes were pre-
sented in counterbalanced order. In Study 2, the participants
also made different ratings in response to the vignettes. Spe-
cifically, for each vignette, participants rated, on a 6-point
scale anchored at 1 (not at all a likely cause) to 6 (a very
likely cause), the extent to which the events in the vignette
were caused by “the actions of the person affected”, “the
situation or influence of other people”, “chance or luck”, “as
part of God’s master plan.”

RESULTS

Attributions as a Function of Mortality Salience and
Type of Occurrence

The first set of analyses was aimed at examining how
mortality salience would affect the types of attributions peo-
ple made for occurrences and whether this effect would dif-
fer depending on the valence and impact of those occur-
rences. Therefore, valence x impact x mortality salience
ANOVAs were conducted separately for the four attributions
participants rated (luck, God, characteristics of the person
affected, and characteristics of the situation or influence of
other people).

Attributions to luck

Participants’ ratings of the extent to which the occur-
rences were caused by luck or chance were subjected to a 2
(positive/negative) x 2 (life-altering/not life-altering) x 2
(mortality salience/exam salience) ANOVA with the valence
and the impact of the occurrences in the vignettes as a within
subjects variables and the type of prime as between subjects
variable. There was a main effect for valence, F (1, 68) =
71.18, p = .000, np2 = .511, with participants rating occur-
rences with negative consequence (M = 2.74, SD = 1.21) as
less likely to have been caused by luck than occurrences with
positive consequences (M = 4.18, SD = 1.42). There was a
main effect for condition, F (1, 68) = 4.56, p = .036, np2 =
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.063, with participants in the mortality salience condition
rating the occurrences (M =3.17, SD = 1.09) as less likely to
have been caused by luck than did participants in the control
condition (M = 3.72, SD = 1.09). However, this main effect
was qualified by a Condition x Impact interaction effect, F
(1, 68) = 7.24, p = .009, n,> = .096 that is depicted in Fig.
D).

When evaluating occurrences with consequences that
were not life-altering, attributions to luck made by partici-
pants in the mortality salience condition (M = 3.39, SD =
1.29) did not differ significantly from those made by partici-
pants in the control condition (M = 3.65, SD = 1.30), t (69) =
0.82, p = .416. In contrast, when evaluating occurrences with
consequences that were life-altering, participants in the mor-
tality salience condition viewed the events as less likely to
have been caused by luck (M = 2.93, SD = 1.12) than did
participants in the control condition (M = 3.78, SD = 1.00), t
(69) = 3.39, p = .001. As hypothesized, mortality salience
decreased the perception that occurrences were due to luck.
However, this effect emerged only when the occurrences had
life-altering consequences.

4

N w
(2} w (2}
1 1 1

=
U1
1

[EnY
1

Attribution to Luck or Chance
N
1

o
(2}
1

o
!

Life-altering

Bassett and Going

Attributions to God

Participants’ ratings of the extent to which the occur-
rences were caused by God were subjected to a 2 (posi-
tive/negative) x 2 (life-altering/not life-altering) x 2 (mortal-
ity salience/exam salience) ANOVA with the valence and
the impact of the occurrences in the vignettes as within sub-
jects variables and the type of prime as a between subjects
variable. There was a main effect for valence, F (1, 68) =
11.61, p = .001, np2 = .146, with participants rating occur-
rences with positive consequence (M = 4.81, SD = 1.15) as
more likely to have been caused by God than occurrences
with negative consequences (M = 4.31, SD = 1.35). There
was no main effect for condition but there was a marginal
Condition x Valence x Impact three-way interaction, F (1,
68)=3.11, p=.082, np2 =.044, as depicted in Fig. (2).

To interpret this three-way interaction, the simple effect
of condition was examined separately for each of the four
vignettes. There was a marginal effect of condition on attri-
butions to God in the positive and life-altering vignette, t
(68) = 1.82, p = .073. Participants in the mortality salience
condition viewed the positive and life-altering occurrences as
more likely to have been caused by God (M = 5.15, SD =

W Mortality Salience

m Control

Not Life-altering

Fig. (1). Attributions to luck or chance are presented as a function of mortality salience and the impact of the vignette. Mortality salience
reduced attributions to luck or chance relative to control but only when the vignette had life-altering consequences.
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w

2 .
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0 |
Positive and Positive and
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B Mortality Salience
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Fig. (2). Attributions to God are presented as a function of mortality salience, valence or vignette, and impact of vignette. Compared to con-
trol, mortality salience produced marginally greater attributions to God when the vignette had positive and life-altering consequences. Mor-

tality salience had no effect on attributions to God for the other vignettes.
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1.18) than did participants in the control condition (M =
4.54, SD = 1.57). The simple effect of condition on attribu-
tions to God did not approach significance for any of the
other three vignettes.

Attributions to Characteristics of the Person Affected

Participants’ ratings of the extent to which the occur-
rences were due to characteristics of the person affected were
subjected to a 2 (positive/negative) x 2 (life-altering/not life-
altering) x 2 (mortality salience/exam salience) ANOVA
with the valence and the impact of the occurrences in the
vignettes as within subjects variables and the type of prime
as a between subjects variable. There was no main effect for
condition and no significant interactions with condition.
There was a main effect for valence, F (1, 68) = 17.93, p =
.000, np2 = .209, and a main effect for impact, F (1, 68) =
12.79, p = .001, npz = .158. However, these main effects
were qualified by a Valence x Condition interaction effect, F
(1, 68) = 32.04, p = .000, np2 = .320. When the occurrence
had life-altering consequences, participants were more likely
to view the persons affected as responsible for what hap-
pened when the outcomes were positive (M = 3.71, SD =
1.83) than when the outcomes were negative (M = 2.23, SD
=1.49), t (69) = 6.62, p = .000. In contrast, when the occur-
rence had consequences that were not life-altering, partici-
pants viewed the persons affected as equivalently responsi-
ble for what happened when the outcomes were positive (M
=2.40, SD = 1.48) and negative (M = 2.43, SD = 1.57), 1 (69)
=0.19, p=.892.

Attributions to the Situation or Influence of Other People

Participants’ ratings of the extent to which the occur-
rences were due to the situation or influence of other people
were subjected to a 2 (positive/negative) x 2 (life-altering/not
life-altering) x 2 (mortality salience/exam salience) ANOVA
with the valence and the impact of the occurrences in the
vignettes as within subjects variable and the type of prime as
a between subjects variable. There was a main effect for im-
pact, F (1, 68) = 14.49, p = .000, npz =176, with participants
viewing the situation or influence of other people as a more
likely cause when the occurrences had consequences that
were life-altering (M = 3.36, SD = 1.47) than when the oc-
currences had consequences that were not life-altering (M =
2.59, SD = 1.32). None of the other main or interaction ef-
fects approached statistical significance.

Moderating Effects of Personality

The next set of analyses examined the possibility that the
effects of mortality salience on attributions might be moder-
ated by individual differences on personality dimensions.
Specifically, the author examined the possibility that per-
sonal need for structure might moderate the effect of mortal-
ity salience on attributions to luck and the possibility that
defensive theology might moderate the effect of mortality
salience on attributions to God.

Personal Need for Structure, Mortality Salience, and At-
tributions to Luck

The effect of morality salience and personal need for
structure on attributions to luck were tested using regression
analysis. Separate regressions were performed for each of the
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four occurrences. Attribution to luck was the dependent vari-
able. The categorical predictor variable condition (dummy
coded as MS = 1 and control = -1) was entered in block 1
along with the centered continuous predictor variable per-
sonal need for structure. The multiplicative two-way interac-
tion term was entered in block 2. In the analysis of attribu-
tions to luck, neither the main effect of PNS nor the Condi-
tion x PNS interaction effect reached statistical significance
for any of the four occurrences. There was a marginal main
effect for PNS for only 1 of the four occurrences. Greater
PNS was associated with rating luck as a marginally less
likely cause of occurrences with negative and not life-
altering consequences (B =-.491, f =-.205),t(69) =-1.71, p
=.092.

Defensive Theology, Mortality Salience, and Attributions
to God

The effect of morality salience and defensive theology on
attributions to God were tested using regression analysis.
Separate regressions were performed for each of the four
occurrences. Attribution to God was the dependent variable.
The categorical predictor variable condition (dummy coded
as MS = 1 and control = -1) was entered in block 1 along
with the centered continuous predictor variable personal
need for structure. The multiplicative two-way interaction
term was entered in block 2. The DTS x Condition interac-
tion effect did not approach statistical significance for any of
the four occurrences. There was a main effect of DTS on
attributions to God for all four occurrences. Higher scores on
the DTS were associated with a tendency to view God as a
more likely cause for positive occurrences with conse-
quences that were not life-altering (B =.033, B = .464), t (69)
= 4.27, p = .000, positive occurrences with consequences
that were life-altering (B = .028, B = .346), t (69) =3.09, p =
.003, negative occurrences with consequences that were not
life-altering (B = .033, B =.382), t (69) = 3.42, p = .001, and
negative occurrences with consequences that were life-
altering (B =.029, B =.344), 1 (69) =-2.99, p = .004.

DISCUSSION

The results of study 2 were consistent with the hypothesis
that reminders of death would increase the tendency to per-
ceive telos or purpose behind why things happen in the so-
cial world. Participants in the mortality salience condition
were less likely to view occurrences as due to chance or luck
than those in the control condition and this effect was most
pronounced when the occurrences had life-altering conse-
quence. This finding is consistent with previous evidence
that mortality salience increases teleological beliefs about
nature and the world in general [20] and extends this effect
to specific events in the social world. When events substan-
tially impact the lives of other people there seems to be an
existential motive to view those events as purposeful rather
than chaotic.

The findings of the present study also add to the literature
on attributions to God. Consistent with previous research
[28], participants in the current study were more likely to
attribute God as a cause of positive than negative occur-
rences in the lives of other people. The present study makes
a novel contribution by showing that the tendency to view
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God as causally responsible for positive occurrences was
marginally increased when mortality was salient. The present
findings also support the construct validity of the Defensive
Theology Scale [31]. Higher scores on the DTS were associ-
ated with viewing God as a more likely cause for all occur-
rences depicted in the vignettes. People who use their relig-
ion to ward off existential anxiety may be more likely to
evoke God as directly involved in the events of the world
regardless of the impact or valence of the consequences. In
contrast to previous evidence that DTS moderated the effects
of mortality salience on worldview defense, no relation be-
tween DTS and the effects of mortality salience on attribu-
tions to God was observed in the current study. Perhaps this
reflects a ceiling effect, because those high on DTS viewed
God as a very likely cause for all occurrences leaving little
room for the death prime to increase the strength of these
attributions.

Whereas, the mortality salience manipulation signifi-
cantly reduced attributions to luck or chance for life-altering
occurrences and marginally increased attributions to God for
positive occurrences, it had no effect on attributions to the
people affected or the actions of other people. This pattern
was not surprising given that the vignettes used in the current
study were selected because they were occurrences, in which
the outcomes were not obviously related to the actions of the
people involved. Previous studies have shown that mortality
salience increased attributions of blame to other people in
order to maintain a belief in a just world [19, 34]. The cur-
rent study differs from these previous studies in the feasibil-
ity with which the persons affected could reasonably be held
accountable for what happened to them and in the degree to
which participants could make alternative attributions that
would protect their anxiety buffering assumptions about the
world. People may not need to blame the victims for the
negative life events that afflict them if they can alternatively
maintain their assumptive worldview by perceiving the
events as happening for some purpose.

It is interesting to note that the tendency for mortality
salience to reduce attributions to luck or chance did not vary
with individual differences in PNS. This finding adds to the
discrepancy in the literature about the role PNS plays in
moderating responses to reminders of death. The effect of
mortality salience on preferences for meaningful and simple
structures of the social world has been shown to be limited
only to those high on PNS [33, 34]. In contrast, Davis et al.
[20] found that PNS did not moderate the effect of mortality
salience on teleological beliefs about the natural world.
Davis et al., concluded that the need to perceive telos and the
need for simple structure might be separate anxiety buffering
aspects of cultural worldview. The results of the present
study are consistent with the position of Davis et al.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The results of the two studies reported here offer prelimi-
nary evidence in support of the terror management function
of believing everything happens for a reason. The current
findings add to the previous body of literature documenting
how mortality salience can influence attribtuional processes
[17-19, 34] and extend previous research on the terror man-
agement function of perceived purpose [20]. We argue that
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the results of the present paper should be taken as evidence
in further support of the claim by Davis et al. [20] that per-
ceived telos or purpose is an important assumption influenc-
ing human perceptions of the world. We agree with Davis et
al. that facilitating perceived purpose is an important func-
tion of cultural worldview that along with describing the
means for literal and symbolic immortality and setting the
standards for self-esteem helps to ameliorate existential
anxiety. It is difficult to view existence in general as mean-
ingful and one’s personal life as valuable without also being
certain that there is a purpose to all events. Believing that
humans are a more or less random product of an amoral evo-
lutionary process makes it difficult to deny our similarity to
other animals and our shared destiny doomed to the same
corporeal fate. Believing that we are powerless against the
chaotic forces of an indifferent universe is not conducive to
maintaining psychological equanimity.

However, the results of the present studies are limited
and the validity of the above claims must be further evalu-
ated based on future research. The present research examined
people’s reactions to a limited number of hypothetical events
affecting the lives of other people. It remains to be seen
whether existential threat would motivate increased percep-
tions of purpose behind real life events or increase the belief
that everything happens for a reason in reference to people’s
autobiographical memories. When thoughts of death are sali-
ent, people should be more likely to interpret their previous
failures and sufferings as purposeful. Consistent with this
idea, parents of children with terminal illnesses frequently
mentioned their belief that everything happens for a reason
as a source of comfort in difficult times [35].

The suffering of the innocent and the misfortune of those
we care about may be threatening to the anxiety-buffering
aspects of our cultural worldview unless they can be per-
ceived as purposeful. However, when the guilty suffer or
when misfortune befalls out-group rivals, existential anxiety
may be quelled as our confidence in our cultural worldview
is bolstered. Previous research has shown that when Chris-
tian participants read about the death of Muslims in an air-
plane crash, it negated the otherwise observed increase in
death thought accessibility caused by a worldview threat
manipulation describing the Muslim control over the city of
Nazareth [36]. Other research has documented that schaden-
freude, taking pleasure in the misfortunes of others, is in-
creased when people are responsible for their plight [37].
Consequently, a fruitful avenue for future research would be
to examine whether mortality salience increases feelings of
schadenfreude when bad things happen to out-group mem-
bers or those who violated cultural standards of moral behav-
ior.

Observing the suffering of others might threaten or bol-
ster the anxiety-buffering capacity of cultural worldview
depending on the deservedness and group membership of
those afflicted. However, mitigating existential anxiety in
response to personal or observed misfortune would depend
on the ability to perceive telos or purpose behind the events.
The assumption that everything that happens occurs accord-
ing to the beneficent design of an intentional universe is not
amenable to scientific analyses because it is nonfalsifiable.
Nonetheless, people may be strongly motivated to embrace



Mortality Salience

such teleological thinking about the natural and social world
in order to facilitate psychological defenses against existen-
tial terror.

APPENDIX

Vignettes Used in Study 1 and Study 2.
Positive Not Life-altering

The Taylors recently bought and moved into a house in
the country. They discovered that the property was situated
over a vein of rare minerals valuable for certain industrial
processes. The mineral deposits were not large, but did yield
enough for the Taylors to buy a new car.

Negative Not Life-altering

Tim’s company requires all its employees to have a
medical exam every two years. Last year it was discovered
that Tim had a small growth on his neck. The growth was
painful to remove and left an ugly scar.

Positive Life-altering

Carol had to work late one evening and missed the train
she usually took home. She was able to catch a later train,
and as she got on she ran into the woman who had been her
best childhood friend. Carol felt an immediate rapport with
her former chum, and she renewed their friendship for the
rest of their lives.

Negative Life-Altering

Sam owned a small business and made a moderate living.
One day, Sam received an urgent letter from his bank. The
letter informed him that his loan had been called in for im-
mediate payment of $40,000 because of the fluctuating
economy.
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