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ABSTRACT

Anxiety management theories of self-esteem suggest that human behavior is 

influenced by the need to reduce anxiety-inducing cognitions. Two such theories, Terror 

Management Theory and Uncertainty Management Theory, attribute anxiety to the fear 

of death and the fear of uncertainty, respectively. This thesis critically compared these 

two theories, hypothesizing that mortality salience ultimately functions as a subset of 

uncertainty. Conditions were designed to compare death priming and uncertainty priming 

while addressing a persistent temporal ambiguity confound previously exhibited in 

anxiety threat management research. Sixty participants were primed with these 

counterbalanced stimuli before having their worldviews challenged/affirmed. Results 

failed to disprove the hypothesis, as there were no significant differences between 

worldview defense scores between groups. Implications and limitations of this research 

are discussed.

Steven Graham
Division of Social Sciences
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“Man alone measures time. 

Man alone chimes the hour. 

And, because of this, man alone suffers a paralyzing fear that no other creature endures. 

A fear of time running out.”

-Old Man, The Time Keeper by Mitch Albom

Anxiety is a common state of mind that can arise from a multitude of sources in everyday 

life.  People can become worried or anxious in response to troubling situations ranging 

from minor events (going to the dentist) to serious, life changing circumstances (death in 

the family). Much psychological research has been conducted on the genesis of anxiety, 

and two prominent theories have come to the forefront. Terror Management Theory 

suggests that thoughts of death have the potential to fill us with paralyzing existential 

terror. To counter this, we engage in activities that reduce mortality salience, or distract 

us from thought of our own death.  A more recent theory, Uncertainty Management 

Theory, suggests that anxiety defense is activated in response to feelings of uncertainty 

rather than specifically existential concerns.  

This thesis will compare these two competing theories of anxiety management on 

the basis that Terror Management Theory is encompassed by general theories of 

uncertainty threat.  It will also address a persistent confound of Terror Management 

methodology regarding the inconsistent intended time frame of anxiety-inducing and 

control stimuli. 
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Terror Management Theory

Terror Management Theory (TMT) provides an explanation for the self-

preserving behaviors that individuals exhibit when faced with existential anxiety 

(Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986). The theory suggests that humans 

experience existential anxiety because, like other animals, we possess a survival instinct. 

However, unlike other animals, we have the cognitive capability to recognize our own 

mortality.  Considering that being paralyzed with anxiety at the thought of death is not 

conducive to living a productive life, humans buffer existential anxiety through a variety 

of means.  According to TMT, thoughts of death can be suppressed by focusing on other 

events, or by denying the possibility of death. Suppression of death related cognitions is 

important for maintaining self-esteem. As a result, TMT is considered a leading theory of 

self-esteem preservation (Harmon-Jones et al, 1997).  In this hypothesized model, self-

esteem is the product of humans' cognitive ability to mitigate feelings of anxiety. Self-

esteem in turn would allow for greater defense against anxiety in the future. When these 

defensive mechanisms are challenged, self-esteem suffers, which would likely inspire 

action towards the reduction of the challenging stimuli. According to TMT, this stimuli is 

death cognitions.

Schmeichel et al (2009) directly examined implicit and explicit self-esteem and 

their interactions with mortality salience. Implicit self-esteem represents largely 

unconscious interpretations of the self, while explicit self-esteem represents more 

conscious reflections of the self. Participants completed measures of implicit self-esteem 

before being asked to write about their own death or a control topic. Reactions to 

existential anxiety were greatest among individuals with low implicit self-esteem.  In a 
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second study, participants completed a task designed to boost their implicit self-esteem 

through subliminal messages on a computer screen. Participants who had their self-

esteem bolstered by receiving positive trait associations in this manner showed a reduced 

reaction to mortality salience. A third experiment found that individuals with low implicit 

but high explicit self-esteem had more positive personality endorsements when faced 

with mortality salience.  This helps to support the link between TMT and self-esteem

The anxiety buffering hypothesis is one of the main hypotheses underlying TMT; 

it proposes that human action and beliefs act as a barrier, shielding them from the 

detrimental effects existential thoughts can have on self-esteem and self-worth. The  

Mortality Salience hypothesis, the other core aspect of TMT accepts self-esteem as the 

product of exposure to existential anxiety. A plethora of studies have been conducted 

showing how powerful existential anxiety can be in influencing social behaviors. 

Jonas et al. (2008) examined mortality salience effects on compliance with value 

systems held by society.  They found in multiple studies that mortality salience inspired 

conformity with moral standards, such that participants were more likely to offer aid to 

others and to recommend harsher punishments for sex workers.  In a similar study, Basset 

(2010) tested the effects of mortality salience priming in conjunction with social 

dominance orientation (SDO), or an individuals' predilection for hierarchy. Basset found 

that mortality salience priming led to more negative attitudes towards immigrants in 

individuals with high SDO. In these examples, mortality salience has brought forth strong 

reactions to social deviants in support of established cultural norms.

Mortality salience does not only affect choices related to behaviors in response to 

outgroups. Ingroup favoritism can also be affected by death-related cognitions. Arndt et 
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al. (2009) examined the role of extrinsic esteem contingencies in adjusting frequency of 

health related behavior when presented with existential threat.  It is common for people to 

shift their behaviors to eat healthier in an attempt to prolong their life; however, partaking 

in risky health behaviors is also a very common endeavor.  People will suntan (which can 

damage their bodies with UV rays) and smoke cigarettes (which damages the lungs). 

Both of these example activities fill the body with carcinogens, which cause cancer.  Why 

do people willingly participate in risky behaviors if it endangers their life? Because these 

risky behaviors can reflect positively upon the individual’s self-esteem and self-image.  

From a TMT perspective, these activities place the individual into a social ingroup, in 

which their self-esteem is bolstered, thus protecting them from existential anxiety when 

they participate in the activity.  In other words, people will willingly endanger their own 

life if it offers social acceptance (i.e., self esteem).

The first study examined levels of extrinsic contingency focus (ECF) on interest 

in suntanning.  The researchers predicted that participants with high levels of ECF would 

have an increased desire to meet culturally established standards of appearance.  

Participants completed measures of ECF before being primed with mortality 

salience/control prompts. The dependent measure was interest in tanning, gauged by 

scoring interest in tanning coupons on a 9-point Likert scale. Individuals with high ECF 

in the mortality salience condition exhibited higher interest in tanning.

The second study instead focused on cigarette smoking.  Smoking cigarettes is an 

activity that has been frequently perceived as ‘cool’ in western society for the past few 

decades (Nichter et al., 2006 ).  Researchers predicted that individuals with high ECF for 

smoking would be more compelled to smoke after mortality salience priming. Results 
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showed a significant interaction between smoking ECF and mortality salience on desire 

to quit smoking and perceived effectiveness of anti-smoking commercials. Lower ECF 

individuals found the commercial more effective after mortality salience priming, which 

predicted a higher desire to quit smoking.  This effect was only present when the 

participants were found to smoke for extrinsic reasons. Mortality salience conditions did 

not increase desire to quit smoking all around after controlling for smoking frequency.  

This suggests that when existential anxiety is being buffered, the implication of a 

behavior for social approval may be more important than the behavior itself.

The third study again focused on tanning behaviors, but this time, ECF was 

primed instead of being measured as a participant variable. Results showed that primed 

EFC, in conjunction with mortality salience priming, would increase the desire to obtain 

the skin tone that had been presented to those participants (i.e., pale skin for participants 

that saw the advertisement praising pale skin and vice versa).  This was reflected by an 

increased desire to tan by those who saw the bronze-skin tone advertisement, and a 

decreased desire to tan in response to the pale-skin tone advertisement. This reflects the 

desire to conform to what is socially accepted, despite the potential health hazards 

involved with tanning behaviors.

The final study focused on exercise behaviors to broaden the scope of the studies.  

Results showed a significant three way interaction on the self-esteem contingency of 

exercise. High levels of ECF predicted higher levels of exercise contingency of self-

esteem in the mortality salience condition.  The results of all of these studies combined 

suggest that social norms have can have an interaction with existential threat to influence 

decisions regarding health behaviors.
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Instead of behaviors directly related to health and well being, Mandel & Heine 

(1999) designed a study to test mortality salience effects on the perceptions of 

advertising. The things that we buy can indirectly effect psychological well being. The 

types of food we eat, and even the brands of clothes we buy can contribute to what social 

groups we ascribe to, which can directly play into how we defend ourselves from anxiety. 

Mandel et al. found a correlation between mortality salience and an individual's perceived 

value in commercial objects.  The stimuli increased the desire for high-value objects.  

The desire for material things is related to a core aspect of TMT and other anxiety 

management theories known as cultural worldview.  Possessions to leave behind to kin 

mean that there is increased likelihood at being remembered for these contributions, 

symbolically extending existence past physical death. Considering the state of media 

distribution in the world, depressing news stories are likely to be accompanied by ads for 

products and services. If the findings of these studies hold merit, then products advertised 

for during programming that stresses mortality would likely sell better than products 

advertised for in different programming blocks aimed at the same demographic.

Social factors can influence psychological and physiological well being. 

Existential anxiety lurks around every corner, so how can humans be adequately 

equipped to respond to these threats?  Responding to each instance of existential threat 

individually would be very cognitively taxing.  Rather than actively suppress anxiety, 

people must have a means by which to passively deal with anxiety in their day-to-day 

lives. 

Worldview Defense

An indirect means by which to mitigate death anxiety, according to TMT, is to 
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participate in culture (Becker, 1975). To preserve self-esteem, humans develop a cultural 

worldview to give them peace of mind from the knowledge of their own impending 

death.  This peace comes in the form of immortality, whether literal or symbolic.  Literal 

immortality is the belief in an afterlife, or that the self will live on after death, whether 

spiritually, or in a metaphysical realm (i.e., Heaven or reincarnation).  Symbolic 

immortality exists in contributions left to humanity that will forever be associated with 

the self (e.g., children, inventions, positions of power).  When these worldviews are 

challenged, by others or by a situation in which mortality becomes salient, individuals 

usually react defensively, attempting to preserve their worldview, which protects their 

self-esteem. Religion can play a major part in the construction of a cultural worldview, as 

it usually provides a means by which to achieve either literal or symbolic immortality. In 

this way, cultural worldview serves as a means by which anxious individuals find 

comfort or distraction from their death thoughts.

Zealous reactions to anxiety can take many different forms.  Much like a coach 

rallying a team after a loss, zealous reactions are a way by which we do not focus on the 

mistakes made, or the implications of failure. It is a way in which worldview is defended, 

and self-esteem is preserved. It is almost as if zealous reactions, or overreactions, 

completely distract the mind from anxiety brought about by existential threats.  This 

helps to explain some previous findings by TMT theorists.  Existential anxiety can be 

thought of as a form of goal disruption, hence when people feel threatened, their goals are 

impeded.  Worldview defense serves as a means by which to recover from anxiety caused 

by the uncertainty surrounding one’s death.  McGregor (2006) took a neurological 

approach to explaining how zealous reactions soothe anxieties.  Consistently, left-
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hemisphere activation of the brain appeared when zealous defense was exhibited. The left 

hemisphere can also be associated with self categorization  judgments, which may help to 

explain the link between zealous reactions and the preservation of self-esteem in response 

to self-threats, such as mortality salience.

Many possible constituents of worldview do not directly yield a sense of 

immortality though. For many non-religious groups, social acceptance can benefit self-

esteem in a similar fashion.  As previously mentioned, some people can be inclined to 

participate in risky behaviors when mortality is made salient.  Cultural worldviews are 

not mutually exclusive, although certain views can only be held by certain subsets of 

people (race, gender, age etc). Adopting a cultural worldview means taking the values 

associated with that orientation upon oneself.  A sense of accomplishment or importance 

can be gained from adhering to these values, while avoiding behaviors associated with 

established outgroups. 

Previous research has linked ingroup humanization with mortality salience effects 

(Vaes et al, 2010). Infrahumanization refers to the use of more human-like characteristics 

to describe one’s ingroup, which implies less humanistic attributes being ascribed to the 

outgroup. Vaes et al. provide details into ingroup humanization as an existential defense, 

for instance when news headlines refer to people with less social mobility as natives or 

savages instead of people. Three studies each showed that ingroup humanization 

increased when mortality became salient.  The first two studies involved Italian 

participants, in which Italian group identity was compared with Japanese group identity 

in terms of infrahumanization. The final study used an American sample to increase 

generalizability, and it compared Americans with British group values. The third study 
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was unique in that the ingroup humanization with the American subjects also reduced 

death-thought accessibility measures.  This provides more evidence for TMT as basis for 

ingroup humanization.  Possible explanation for the findings are anxiety buffering as a 

result of a sense of belongingness, or possibly anxiety reduction adaptations that group 

identification may provide.

In another instance, Kokdemir et al. (2010) used mortality salience methodology 

to elicit strong bolstering reactions in defense of national pride in Islamic countries. After 

mortality salience priming, Arabic individuals were more likely to recommend stronger 

relations with Turkmenistan as opposed to relations with Greece or other European 

countries. Usborne and Taylor (2012) found that clear identification with national identity 

was positively correlated with well-being. This suggests that reinforced aspects of 

worldview can contribute to more psychological factors than just self-esteem. Positive 

affect can also be directly affected by states of anxiety. Ingroup benefits are a large 

component to a successful worldview defense.

Hundreds of TMT studies have been published that support the mortality salience 

hypothesis of TMT. In general, stronger worldview defense is found after individuals are 

primed with existential anxiety.  Studies designed to test the effects of mortality salience 

characteristically include a prime of the stimuli, followed by a delay-distraction, and then 

the task in which the effects of mortality salience are being measured.  Control groups are 

usually primed with a more neutral stimulus, that would not have as severe implications 

as death, for example dental pain.  For example, the mortality salience condition asks 

participants to “Briefly jot down the feelings that the thought of your own death arouse in 

you” while a control prompt would ask the participants to “Briefly jot down the feelings 
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that the thought of watching television arouse in you” (Greenberg et al, 2001). Each study 

ends in almost the same result; mortality salience has a significant effect on decision 

making.

Common dependent measures include measures of worldview defense, and death 

thought accessibility. Death thought accessibility is measured through the use of word 

stem completion tasks, in which participants attempt to complete word fragments with 

whatever word first comes to mind. If presented with “G R A _ E”, a person thinking 

about death would likely respond with grave whereas a non-death oriented response 

would be grape or grate. (Hayes et al, 2008)  DTA measures are common in experiments 

that aim to find the anxiety buffering capabilities of  variables like humor or attachment 

style (Cox et al, 2008).

Dependent variables that measure non-death related responses to anxiety are a bit 

more complex. A common means by which to gauge extent of worldview defense 

involves having participants rate the authors of two different essays. One of these essays 

would be designed to reject the worldview of the participants, while the other would be 

designed to affirm it. The difference in ratings of these two essays serves as a measure of 

worldview defense, as more anxiety would imply that authors of the perceived outgroup 

would be rated lower than ingroup authors (Holbrook et al, 2011). If TMT explains the 

defensive nature of humans using mortality salience, then why would there be a need for 

dependent measures that do not involve death?

Problems with Terror Management Theory

TMT has been both praised and criticized since its inception. One common 

criticism of TMT involves the directionality of the interaction between self-esteem and 
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the existence of defensive mechanisms (Leary & Schreindorfer, 1997). Since the 

hypothetical state of terror implied by TMT is not observable, it is difficult to truly tell 

whether or not high self-esteem is the result of low death thought accessibility or if high 

death thought accessibility is the result of low self-esteem.  Evolutionary psychologists 

argue that humankind would not have evolved such a mechanism to buffer us from death 

anxieties.  Instead, they believe that individuals who expressed harmful death thoughts 

would not have been naturally selected in the first place (Fessler & Navarrete, 2005).  

The existence of a being more intrinsically preoccupied with social acceptance than its 

own survival cannot coexist within evolutionary theory.  

In response to this, Landau et al. (2007) argue that humans have such a large 

social component when compared to other animals that it is feasible to think of social 

prominence in relation to mate selection. Being preoccupied with thoughts of mortality 

may seem like a distraction, but by being socially mindful, chances of reproduction can 

increase. Progeny serve as a means to symbolically extend one's life, which can help to 

satisfy existential concerns.

TMT theorists are quick to defend their theory (Greenberg et al, 2001), but it does 

not excuse consistent confounds present in TMT methodology. Since conception, 

mortality salience priming has involved a prompt focused on eliciting existential anxiety 

by asking participants to write about their own eventual deaths. While there are plenty of 

control prompts that have been used in previous research (e.g., television, dental pain, 

personal failure.; Greenberg et al, 2001), all of these control prompts focus on either 

hypothetical past experiences, or events that have taken place in the past.  This glaring 

inconsistency always places mortality salience priming in the future, while the control 
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condition remains grounded in the past.  It could be that mortality salience effects can be 

attributed to the uncertainty involving the future, especially since they are largely being 

compared to instances of past events (that hold more likelihood of certainty). 

A larger implication of recent research is that anxiety management research is too 

focused on existential anxiety. TMTlaunched interest in the field, but some critics believe 

that this emphasis is much too narrow (Leary & Schreindorfer, 1997; Van den Bos et al, 

2005).  Simply put, while the fear of death in humans in omnipresent, it is difficult to 

attribute any and all causes of anxiety and defensive reactions to the avoidance of death.  

A larger mechanism or source of anxiety is likely at work when mortality salience is 

primed. Similar worldview defensive reactions have been brought forth by non-death 

related stimuli, such as in a minimal group setting established when an outgroup presence 

is implied (Navarrete et al, 2012). Aversive stimuli were more easily associated with 

members of a fabricated outgroup, while fear responses were lower for the novel ingroup. 

If death is not the central force behind worldview defense as TMT suggests, then what 

mechanism could be responsible for the significant changes in behavior when mortality is 

made salient?

Uncertainty Management Theory

The world is a place that is full of uncertainty. Rapid changes are happening 

everywhere in a variety of contexts. People are also unpredictable; unexpected 

disappointments and unanticipated successes are a common occurrence for many. 

Though TMT has been on the forefront of anxiety management research for decades, 

more recent theories offer alternative explanations for causes of anxiety. Uncertainty 

Management Theory (Van den Bos et al, 2005) suggests that uncertainty, rather than 
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death, triggers defensive responses in individuals. Existential anxiety would then be in 

response to the uncertain aspects surrounding death (such as time or means) rather than in 

response to death itself.  Considering that the “paralyzing terror” put forth by TMT is not 

observable in day to day life because the proposed mechanisms mitigate it, Uncertainty 

Management Theory (UMT) seems more viable as it is even more present in daily 

occurrences than existential thoughts (Sorentino et al, 2009). Uncertainty can arise from 

something as inconspicuous as the weather to something as pertinent as the results of a 

job interview or surgery. TMT theorists argue that uncertainty cannot be the sole source 

of anxiety due to the presence of uncertainty in thrill-seeking activities. While some 

favorable activities involve uncertainty, that does not discredit the theory. Anxiety can 

also be attributed to a variety of pleasurable activities as well (such as surprise parties, or 

suspenseful movies).  UMT was not developed to discredit TMT, but to explain the larger 

mechanism at work in the theory’s architecture (Hohman & Hogg, 2011). Despite 

rejection from the original TMT theorists, Uncertainty Threat theories remain consistent 

with the findings of previous TMT studies.

Similarly, Uncertainty Identity Theory (UIT) also suggests that uncertainty plays 

a larger role in anxiety management.  UIT has been frequently tested using primarily one 

identity at a time for tests of group identification.  One limitation to this approach is that 

people usually identify within more than one social group.  Social identity complexity is 

the subjective representation of multiple social identities. Researchers have attempted to 

develop social identity prominence, which is the extent to which self-identity is perceived 

as distinct.  Since self-categorization is a means by which to combat uncertainty, 

distinctiveness of identity should be a more effective means by which to buffer 
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uncertainties.  Grant & Hogg (2012) examined social identity prominence effects in 

response to self-uncertainty through the manipulation of identity prominence.  In one 

experiment, participants were asked to list three social identities that they identified with 

(other than school identity) that were important to them.  They were then randomly 

assigned to either write a paragraph overlapping these identities or write a paragraph 

distinguishing the listed identities.  Then participants were asked to read a newspaper 

passage in which they were to underline words that brought about feelings of uncertainty 

or of certainty (randomly assigned target concept).  These items were scored on an 

uncertainty/certainty scale to identify how much the participants actually considered the 

underlined words to be relevant.  Finally, participants completed a group identification 

scale, in which student identification was measured.  Group identification was strongest 

when participants were primed with uncertainty and had distinguished group identity.

In a second experiment, identity prominence was primed by either having the 

participant identify one social identity, or three social identities (all excluding national 

identity).  The rest of the methodology was identical to the first experiment, except that 

participants completed measures of national identity rather than school identity.  Results 

showed that uncertainty enhanced national identity when a single other identity was 

primed than when multiple identities were primed.  This effect was even stronger in the 

uncertainty newspaper condition versus the control newspaper condition.  

These experiments have taken Uncertainty Identity Theory further than previous 

research, providing evidence towards the notion that a distinct identity provides a clearer 

sense of self.  Overlap and uniqueness are separate aspects of social identity complexity, 

yet in conjunction, they make social identities more distinct from one another.  The more 
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distinctive of a self-concept is formed, the more self-uncertainty will strengthen 

identification under that identity.  

When looking back at other forms of worldview, murder and other crimes in the 

name of religion have been a common occurrence throughout history. This may partially 

be due to the calming effect that religious zeal can have on personal uncertainty.  

McGregor et al. (2008) conducted two studies to test the effects of primed uncertainty on 

religious zeal.  Each study utilized different means with which to prime personal 

uncertainty.  The first study randomly assigned student volunteers into one of two 

conditions.  The first (uncertainty) condition had the participants reading a graduate level 

statistics passage that had been edited into incomprehension, and the second (control) 

condition had participants reading an introductory statistics passage.  Participants rated 

the difficulty of the passage, then move onto a question-and-answer segment regarding 

previous lecture topics to serve as a distraction task.  Lastly, participants completed an 8-

item measure of religious zeal, in which they rated various statements on how applicable 

they were to themselves.  Results showed a significant interaction between uncertainty 

and religious zeal, such that academic uncertainty predicted higher religious zeal. In 

particular, participants primed with academic uncertainty were much more likely to 

support a war in favor of their religion.

A second experiment focused on another uncertainty contingency, and another 

aspect of religious zeal; derogation of other belief systems (in this case, Islam).  

Uncertainty was hypothesized to not only motivate the endorsement of religious 

extremism, but also to motivate the delusion of objectivity for extremism. In this study, 

participants performed various filler personality measures before being randomly 
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assigned to an uncertainty or control condition. The uncertainty condition had 

participants write about an unresolved relationship they were currently facing, while the 

control condition had the participant write about a friend’s relationship. After completing 

more filler measures to compensate for the latency of the prime, participants (all non-

Islamic) completed a measure of attitudes towards Islam. To counter balance the effects 

of in-group bias vs. the effects of religious zeal, 10 items were also included regarding 

attitudes towards Canada (invoking national identity instead of religious identity). Results 

showed stronger negative attitudes towards Islam among participants in the uncertainty 

condition, however, attitudes about Canada were not significantly different.  This is 

possibly due to the vagueness of national pride as a concept.  As a whole, these studies 

provide evidence for personal uncertainty as a likely catalyst for an increase in 

religiousness, and an increase in degradation of others’ beliefs.

Cultural worldview and group membership have been shown to buffer anxiety in 

both existential and uncertainty conditions. When compared, how do these theories 

differ? Van den Bos et al. (2004) compared mortality salience priming with uncertainty 

salience priming on worldview defense. Five studies were conducted that provided 

support for both TMT and UMT. However, worldview defense reactions were much 

greater in individuals primed with uncertainty salience than those primed with mortality 

salience. When the content of writing prompts was analyzed, participants in the mortality 

salience condition that wrote about the uncertain aspects of death showed the greatest 

response to violations of norms and values.  These findings suggest that uncertainty is a 

more likely antecedent to defensive reactions than mortality salience.

Most of Van den Bos’ findings come from the Netherlands, however, a similar 
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study was conducted in Turkey. Yavuz & Van den Bos (2009) focused on uncertainty 

and mortality salience on perceptions of women’s rights laws in Turkey.  Turkey was 

chosen because of the relatively higher levels of uncertainty avoidance previously found. 

Participants arrived in groups and were given filler questionnaires to complete (the 

Rosenberg self-esteem scale, and the Social desirability scale).  Then they were randomly 

assigned to one of three prime conditions; a mortality salience condition, an uncertainty 

condition, or a television control condition.  Participants were to write about the feelings 

evoked from either of these happenings, and also what would happen to their bodies 

during the events.  The priming stimulus was followed by a delay-distraction task in the 

form of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS), which is designed to 

quantify mood. They would be randomly assigned one of two essays to read, one 

supporting current Turkish civil law regarding women, or an essay that was against 

Turkish civil law.  Participants would rate negative reactions to the essays on a 7-point 

Likert scale.  Lastly participants were asked to rate how much they were thinking about 

their respective priming stimulus during the essay period.  Results showed that 

uncertainty had a much larger effect than mortality salience on negative reactions to the 

essays.  The anti-Turkish civil law essay evoked the strongest negative reactions, 

particularly when mortality and uncertainty were made salient, but uncertainty was 

significantly more effective at raising a reaction.  The researchers concluded that 

mortality may be an indirect manipulation of uncertainty, and that uncertainty may be the 

true cause of existential anxieties.

Possible explanations for these findings could lie in a trait dimension called 

uncertainty orientation. Sorrentino et al., (2009) suggest that individuals fall on a 
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continuum from uncertainty oriented (UO), in which desire for certainty is high but the 

desire to maintain certainty is low; to certainty oriented (CO), in which the desire for 

certainty is low, but the desire to maintain certainty is high.  People high in UO tend to 

distract themselves from uncertainty with information or other activities, whereas those 

high in CO seek out situations free of uncertainty.  Problems with this theory are the lack 

of research into coping strategies (which may be culturally shaped) and the ambiguous 

nature of personal uncertainty. 

A critical comparison of TMT and UMT is required to adequately explain 

defensiveness in individuals and the root of anxious feelings. Martens et al. (2011) 

conducted a meta-analysis on the properties of mortality salience priming in contrast to 

other anxiety threats such as threats to meaning and/or certainty. Particularly, the 

researchers examined mortality salience effects as a function of the control and of the 

time delay between threat presentation and defense. They found that generally mortality 

salience fostered a greater defensive response when the time delay was short, but that 

uncertainty priming showed similar effects to mortality salience over extended periods of 

time. These results further suggest that death priming/existential anxiety threats could 

possibly fall under the umbrella of uncertainty threats provided by Uncertainty 

Management Theory.

The Current Study

The purpose of this research is to critically ascertain differences between two 

competing theories of self-esteem preservation; Terror Management Theory and 

Uncertainty Management Theory. TMT suggests that self-esteem is dependent on 

existential defense mechanisms, whereas UMT proposes that uncertainty avoidance 
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affects self-esteem to a greater extent. The current research also aims to address a 

persistent confound in TMT methodology regarding the differences in temporal 

orientation between experimental and control prompts. Existential anxiety primes have 

the central event of interest set into the future, whereas typical control primes, such as 

watching television or going to the dentist are set in the past.

Participants were primed with one of four anxiety-inducing prompts, each 

emphasized a cause of anxiety (death vs. uncertainty) paired with a different temporal 

orientation (past vs. future).  Defensive responses were measured after a distraction task 

to see which cause of anxiety inspired the strongest reactions. It was hypothesized that all 

conditions would inspire strong defensive reactions on the dependent variable, but that 

uncertainty salience would elicit stronger reactions than mortality salience. Similarly, 

future orientation should be more anxiety-inducing than past orientation due to the 

general uncertainties that the future tends to hold.  

Method

Participants

The participants in this study consisted of 60 undergraduate students (35 female, 

23 male, 2 unidentified) from a small liberal arts college in southwestern Florida. The age 

of participants ranged from 18-24 with a mean age of approximately 20 years old. 

Participants were recruited through a school-wide email forum (see Appendix A). 

Administration of the surveys took place in an isolated study room on the residential side 

of campus, in which the layout was not changed between participants. As noted in the 

recruitment email, all participants received a $5 Target gift card upon completion of the 

study.
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Materials

The surveys were eight pages long, starting with the 18-item Need for Cognition 

Scale (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984). This item measures the extent to which an 

individual enjoys engaging in cognitive activities. Items are rated on a 1-5 Likert scale 

with 1 being “extremely uncharacteristic of me” and 5 being “extremely characteristic of 

me”. Sample items from this scale include “I like to have the responsibility of handling a 

situation that requires a lot of thinking” or “Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite 

me very much” (This item would be reverse scored). This scale was included due to the 

lack of anxiety trigger words, and to fit with the cover story provided to participants. 

The next item included in the survey is the 30-item Barratt Impulsiveness Scale 

(Patton et al, 1995), which provides trait measures of different aspects of impulsiveness 

(motor, attentional, non-planning etc). Participants were asked to quickly respond to 

statements regarding impulsiveness on a 4-point Likert scale with 1 being “rarely/never” 

and 4 being “Almost Always/Always”. Sample items include “I make up my mind 

quickly” and “I act on the spur of the moment”.  This measure was included to lend to the 

feasibility of the cover story as well as provide a contrasting scale to the NCS. 

A final personality measure was included in the survey, the 10-item General Self-

Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), which measures optimistic self-oriented 

beliefs. Optimism was measured on a 4-point Likert scale, with 1 being “not at all true” 

and 4 being “exactly true”. Sample items from this scale include “I can usually handle 

whatever comes my way” and “I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary 

effort”.  As with the previously mentioned personality measures, the GSE supports the 

cover story of personality’s effects on interpersonal judgment. Not only this, but the GSE 
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provides a logical segue to the anxiety priming portion of the survey, as it includes items 

related to handling difficult situations.

The anxiety priming portion of the survey included one of four possible prompts. 

Participants were instructed to read the prompt, and then provide honest responses that 

would later be analyzed for personality content. This was done to ensure that all 

participants take the task seriously and write about their true feelings. These prompts are 

influenced by previous TMT research (Arndt et al, 2009; Greenberg et al, 2001) and were 

designed to elicit anxiety through cognition of uncertainty or death.  These prompts (see 

Appendix B) also differ in temporal orientation, such that half are based in the past, while 

the others are set in the future.

By using counterfactual events and hypothetical examples, the prompts all focus 

on the self while avoiding any confounds that could be associated with writing about the 

death of a loved one (compounding effects of remorse/bereavement rather than self-

oriented anxiety etc. (Fessler & Navarrete, 2005). The survey allows for around 75% of a 

regular 8 x 14 sheet of paper as writing space for the prompt.

Consistent with prior studies utilizing both TMT and UMT methodology (Arndt 

et al, 2009; Vaes et al. 2010), the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS-X, 

Watson & Clark 1992) was administered to measure state emotions and to also provide a 

distraction task.  A delay between the prompts and the worldview defense measure was 

necessary to ensure that any reduction in worldview defense was due to the anxiety 

induced by the prompts, rather than simply the prompts’ capacity to act as anxiety 

reminders and trigger renewed suppression of anxious thoughts. If worldview defense 

was found to be low immediately after the prompts, this could be due to either renewed 
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suppression or anxiety dissipation; however, if worldview defense was found to be low 

after a delay, this could not be explained by renewed suppression of anxiety since anxiety 

suppression only occurs immediately after reminders of death/uncertainty.

The final portion of the survey provided a short passage accompanied by the 7-

item Interpersonal Judgment Scale (Byrne, 1971). The passage was written as a 

counterculture piece for the population of the college. The liberal arts college chosen, 

contrary to most public universities, utilizes a narrative evaluation system for students 

rather than traditional letter grades and grade point averages. This is a selling-point for 

the college, as many students prefer this more personal approach to teaching as opposed 

to being simply graded in comparison to other students.  The passage was reported to 

have been written by an MBA from another university and advocates for the 

establishment of a grade conversion system for narrative evaluations. Justification for 

these suggestions includes the competitiveness of graduate programs, and the difficulty in 

finding jobs in the professional sector after graduation. The essay was written to be both 

culture-challenging, while still presenting a viable strategy for helping students (at the 

cost of school-culture).  The IJS was adapted for use in worldview defense measures by 

Greenberg et al. (2001). Participants rate their agreement with the seven statements (see 

Appendix B) about the author on a 9-point Likert scale (1 not at all, 9 extremely). These 

scores were averaged, providing an index of author likability for each participant. In a 

worldview defense setting, the more anxious an individual is, the less favorably they will 

score a challenging author. In previous research, two essays were provided, and the 

difference between IJS scores was used as a dependent measure. Only one essay was 

included in this design due to the controversial nature of the prompt and to keep the 
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survey length reasonable. In this sample, the IJS proved to be a reliable measure with a 

Cronbach's Alpha of .87. In addition to completing IJS measures for the author, 

participants also “grade” the passage from 0 to 100 on conciseness, writing quality, and 

quality of recommendation. This was included to provide a secondary measure of 

worldview defense that would have high variability. In addition, being asked to grade the 

author’s work on a passage about grades may mislead participants if they had tried to 

guess the intentions of the study.  The final question asks if they approve of the proposed 

changes to academic policy (the adoption of grades). Participants that strongly support 

switching to a grading system had their scores reversed in secondary analyses.

Procedure

Upon arrival, participants were led to the carrel in the study room and provided 

with the informed consent form. Participants were told that the current study aimed to 

correlate dimensions of personality with aspects of interpersonal judgment. If participants 

were made cognizant of the true purpose of the survey, responses may be biased. Upon 

agreement to participate, the informed consent form was signed, and then placed into an 

envelope. The survey packet was then given to the participant while the experimenter sat 

on the other side of the room, available to answer any questions that arose during the 

experiment. 

Participants first completed the following personality measures: the 18-item Need 

for Cognition Scale, the 30-item Barratt Impulsiveness Scale, and the 10-item General 

Self-Efficacy Scale. Upon completion of these measures, the participant would receive 

one of four randomly chosen writing prompts (as detailed above). The prompts were 

designed to prime the participant with either existential thoughts, or thoughts of 
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uncertainty. Each pair of prompts had one prompt focused on hypothetical future events, 

or counterfactual past events. The participants were instructed that their writings would 

be analyzed for content in regards to personality dimensions. The next item of the survey 

was a version of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. This item gauged the 

emotional state of the participants, while also providing latency for the priming stimulus 

to take effect. 

The dependent measure was a short passage advocating for changing this 

particular college's unique narrative evaluation system to a traditional grading system. 

After reading the passage, participants ranked the author on a 7-item Interpersonal 

Judgment Scale. Participants also graded the passage on writing quality, conciseness, and 

quality of recommendation. The prompt was written to elicit negative reactions from 

students, while still presenting a change that could be advantageous for many. The 

personal judgment scale served as a measure of worldview defense. Participants will be 

more likely to rate the author unfavorably if they were primed with potentially distressing 

prompts previously in the survey (Navarrete & Fessler, 2006). There was also a question 

after the short scale asking whether or not the participant agreed with changes proposed 

by the article. If they answered yes, then their scores on these measures would be 

reversed to fall in line with the expected outcome of results. On the final page of the 

survey, participants were asked to report demographic information, such as age, socially 

defined gender identity, and Area of Concentration. Upon completion of the survey, 

participants were thanked for their participation, and then fully debriefed on the 

intentions of the study (see Appendix B). They were told that they were manipulated into 

an anxious state using one of four different writing prompts, and that the study was 
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designed to measure worldview defense in response to different anxiety threats. After 

asking any questions about the study, participants are presented with the $5 Target gift 

card as compensation. Any participants that quit the study before completion are still 

presented with a gift card as compensation for their time.

Results

The possible range of scores on the Interpersonal Judgment Scale was 0-9, with 

higher scores indicating greater approval of the controversial author. The obtained range 

in this experiment was 1.86-9.  The mean IJS score for participants in the past/death 

condition was 5.58 (SD = 1.74), the mean IJS score for participants in the future/death 

condition was 5.74 (SD = 1.15), the mean IJS score for participants in the 

past/uncertainty condition was 5.07 (SD = 1.7), and the mean IJS score for participants in 

the future/uncertainty condition was 5.4 (SD = 1.29). A pretest of the dependent variable 

was preformed prior to primary data collection. The results from this sample of unprimed 

individuals (N = 15) revealed a base mean of 5.23 (SD = .82). It should be noted that the 

pretest of the dependent variable did not include any of the previously described cover or 

distraction variables.  Examination of these descriptive statistics (see Figure 1) show that 

individuals primed with death (M = 5.66, SD = 1.45) tended to rate the controversial 

author higher than individuals primed with uncertainty (M = 5.23, SD = 1.49). The mean 

IJS scores of individuals primed with past-oriented stimuli (M = 5.32, SD = 1.71) were 

generally lower than the IJS scores of participants primed with future-oriented stimuli (M 

= 5.57, SD = 1.22). A two-condition (past v. uncertainty) by two-orientation (past v. 

future) ANOVA was conducted revealing no significant main effects of condition on IJS 

score, (F 1, 60) = 1.23, p = .272, η2 = .022. Similarly, there were no significant main 
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effects of temporal orientation on IJS score, (F 1, 60) = .412, p = .524, η2 = .007. There 

was also not a significant interaction between condition and orientation, (F 1, 60) = .049, 

p = .825, η2 = .001.

To provide a second means by which to ascertain approval of the author, 

participants were asked to grade the author (from 0-100) on various aforementioned 

factors (conciseness, writing quality, quality of recommendation). The obtained range of 

grade scores was 20-100. The mean grade for participants in the past/death condition was 

77.82 (SD = 18.76), the mean grade for participants in the future/death condition was 

75.71 (SD = 13.49), the mean grade for participants in the past/uncertainty condition was 

71.47 (SD = 16.54), and the mean grade for participants in the future/uncertainty 

condition was 74.82 (SD = 16.4). The mean grade for the pretest group (N = 15) was 68 

(SD = 17.7). It is surprising that individuals that had not been primed with anxiety would 

generally grade the author lower than participants in the experimental conditions.  All the 

reported means of grade were very similar. As expected, further analysis (see Figure 2)  

revealed that there were no main effects of condition, (F 1, 60) = .731, p = .396, η2 = .

013, or orientation, (F 1, 60) = .022, p = .884, η2 = .000, on grade.  Lastly, there was also 

no interaction between condition and, orientation, (F 1, 60) = .416, p = .521, η2 = .007. 

A second set of analyses were conducted to compensate for the individuals that 

agreed with the adoption of a grade evaluation system. To make their responses 

consistent with the dependent measures of worldview defense; participants that agreed 

with the author had their IJS scores and grades reverse scored. The logic behind this is 

that instead of having to defend their worldview, participants that agreed with the author 

would have their worldview affirmed. Defensive responses to anxiety can take the form 



TEMPORAL ANXIETY MANAGMENT 27

of seeking affirmation of worldview (Greenberg et al, 2001), so by reverse scoring 

individuals that agree, the extent to which they approve of the author can be interpreted 

similarly to the standard measures of worldview defense used in the study.

The obtained range of the adjusted IJS was 1-7.43. The mean adjusted IJS score 

for participants in the past/death condition was 4.68 (SD = 1.81), the mean adjusted IJS 

score for participants in the future/death condition was 5 (SD = 1.39), the mean adjusted 

IJS score for participants in the past/uncertainty condition was 3.86 (SD = 1.23), and the 

mean adjusted IJS score for participants in the future/uncertainty condition was 4.73 (SD 

= 1.32). Adjusted pretest measures (N = 15) had a base mean of 5.16 (SD = .86).  These 

adjustments, while portraying a more accurate representation of the data, also slightly 

increase the disparity between the mean responses to death (M = 4.84, SD = 1.6) and to 

uncertainty (M = 4.3, SD = 1.33). This holds true for the means of the past primes (M = 

4.28, SD =1.58) and the future primes (M = 4.87, SD = 1.34) in that participants asked to 

think about hypothetical past situations had slightly greater reactions to the dependent 

variable.  A two (condition: death, uncertainty) by two (orientation: past, future) ANOVA 

was performed on the adjusted IJS scores. This showed (see Figure 3) that there was no 

main effect of condition on adjusted IJS scores, (F 1, 60) = 2.078, p = .155, η2 = .036. 

There was also no main effect of orientation on adjusted IJS scores, (F 1, 60) = 2.459, p = 

.123, η2 = .042.  Lastly, there was no interaction between condition and orientation on 

adjusted IJS scores, (F 1, 60) = .538, p = .466, η2 = .010.

A similar transformation was applied to the grade responses.  The obtained range 

of adjusted grade scores was 0-91.67. The mean adjusted grade for participants in the 

past/death condition was 61.82 (SD = 32.12), the mean adjusted grade for participants in 
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the future/death condition was 60.42 (SD = 27.8), the mean adjusted grade for 

participants in the past/uncertainty condition was 48.44 (SD = 27.65), and the mean 

adjusted grade for participants in the future/uncertainty condition was 58.37 (SD = 

29.22). The mean adjusted grade for the pretest group (N = 15) was 63.87 (SD = 22.1).  

Though these means changed from the previous analyses, further analyses (ANOVA; see 

Figure 4) indicated that there were no significant main effects of condition (F 1, 60) = 

1.042, p = .312, η2 = .018) or orientation (F 1, 60) = .319, p = .574, η2 = .006.) on 

adjusted grade scores.  There was also no interaction between condition and orientation 

on grade scores, (F 1, 60) = .563, p = .456, η2 = .010.  

Discussion

The original hypotheses were unsupported by the data. A first look at the means 

of the adjusted variables indicated superficial differences between conditions, but these 

differences were not statistically reliable. These findings imply that causes of anxiety as 

proposed by both  Terror Management and Uncertainty Management theories are not 

drastically different. Previous findings have suggested that uncertainty can be more 

anxiety-inducing than mortality salience (Van den Bos, 2004), but original TMT theorists 

profess that thoughts of death are ultimately more stressful (Greenberg et al, 2001). These 

theories overlap in many aspects, so the similarity between groups is not unfounded, and 

this does not disprove the proposed hierarchy of theories. Mortality salience may still fall 

under the umbrella of uncertainty when in regards to anxiety threat management. 

Differences in worldview defense based on temporal orientation and anxiety condition 

both approached significance, showing that through revision, a potentially true effect may 

be found in the future.
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There are many possible explanations for the findings.  The first potential 

confound lies in the priming stimuli that were utilized. While the traditional TMT 

prompts were largely unaltered, new prompts needed to be constructed in order to prime 

uncertainty. This would normally not be an issue, however, the inclusion of the second 

independent variable made conception of these prompts difficult. This was particularly 

true for past-orientation. While mortality salience was easy to frame in the past by using 

hypothetical situations, uncertainty is a concept not usually associated with this time 

frame. To accomplish this, the subjectivity of memory was brought to the forefront. For 

many people, their memories of the past offer a stable and unchangeable reference point 

(McEnvoy et al, 2013). By casting doubt on a participants' past, it has the potential to 

destabilize their foundation of reality, which would lead to anxiety, which was the 

intended outcome. As a result, this past-orientated uncertainty prompt was the prompt 

that would evoke the most questions from participants, and take the longest for them to 

complete. It could be that instead of instilling feelings of anxiety, that this prompt 

confused participants. The extended time to complete the prompt coupled with the 

confusion could have had an ego depleting effect, which may have been what contributed 

to the lower IJS means in the group. If these measures were to be reworked, the phrase 

“constructed nostalgia” should be replaced with something more easily envisioned. On a 

positive note, manipulation checks of the writing prompts showed that all participants 

wrote about what they were asked, meaning there was no cross contamination or false 

alarms that stemmed from this variable.

As far as the sample was concerned, there may have been some participant 

variability concerns in this experiment. While the population this sample was drawn from 
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should not have varied greatly from most other undergraduate populations, it is possible 

that the general mindset, or general attitude, of the participants offered a different impact 

of the measures utilized in the study. All participants actually believed that the study was 

measuring personality factors, even after completion. However, it is possible that 

participants from this population are particularly skilled at anxiety suppression, which 

may be a result of attending a school with a demanding curriculum.

Improved anxiety suppression may not be the result of individual skill or cultural 

upbringing though. The potential suppression of anxiety may have actually been 

attributable to the length of the delay distraction task implemented in the study.  A delay 

is required to fully attribute worldview defense reduction to the independent variable.  A 

distraction task that is too short may not distract the individual from anxious thoughts, 

and they may actively be suppressing anxiety when the dependent measure is completed. 

Conversely, if a distraction task is too long, there is a chance that participants may 

become fatigued and not respond to the dependent measure in the desired manner. In this 

case, it may have been the latter that affected participants. The PANAS is an often used 

delay-distraction task, so any ego-depleting effects most likely would have had to occur 

in conjunction with other experimental design choices (use of personality cover measures 

etc.)

As previously mentioned, participants varied in terms of the time it took them to 

complete the survey. In addition, the amount written by individuals also varied from a 

sentence or two to a full page of exposition. This is one difficulty in having a priming 

stimulus that depends on free response. All manipulation checks aside, participants may 

have been unequally affected by the priming stimuli by the extent to which they 
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introspected and wrote.  This has been a particular problem in past anxiety threat 

research, particularly surveys administered online (there are not good ways to control 

input from participants; personal prior research).  This could possibly be amended in the 

future by changing the instructions in the prompt section to have specific writing 

requirements instead of using a vague approximation, such as 'briefly', or in this case, not 

giving writing length requirements.  In particular, the most time spent by participants was 

generally garnered from the past/uncertainty condition. 

To assure that this had little to no effect the results, the amount of words written 

in response to the prompts was counted for each participant. The word count of written 

responses had a range of 272 words, from 4 to 276, with a mean word count of 

approximately 85 words. A correlation was conducted between word count and IJS score 

to assess if amount written influenced worldview defensive reactions, but there was no 

correlation found, r = -.06. The mean amount of words written also did not significantly 

differ between experimental conditions. It is important to note that the amount written 

does not represent how much time was actually spent thinking about the prompts. The 

amount of time spent reflecting prior to writing a response would have been a more 

useful measure had it been recorded.

Much like the independent variables, the dependent variable was also constructed 

for this experiment. Previous research has used prompts related to social issues and 

governmental stances on said issues to measure worldview defense. A different prompt 

was created because of the unity of beliefs about most issues amongst this population. 

The Interpersonal Judgment Scale was instead applied to a controversial issue pertinent 

only to students of this particular establishment. In hindsight, this hampered the 
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generalizability of the experiment. Having a more polarizing situation would have been 

an asset to this design, as many responses to the author on the IJS were neutral and/or 

similar to scores on unprimed individuals in a pretest.  

One statement in the IJS also caused a minor issue amongst participants. When 

asked to rate the author on different traits, many were confused or did not respond to the 

line asking whether or not “this person is moral”. Reliability testing showed only a 3% 

increase in reliability if this item were omitted. A different worldview challenging 

prompt still would have made this question more relevant.  Many participants also 

commented that it was ironic to grade the author's passage after they had read a passage 

directly pertaining to grade policies. This variable was included to have a measure with 

more variability than the IJS. However, it was largely unhelpful in determining any 

effects, which may have had to do with the prompt itself. As mentioned, if the prompt 

had a more polarizing theme, then the author grading paradigm may have been more 

statistically viable. Criteria by which the author was graded could also be altered. It is 

still unclear if participants graded the author on these three fields (conciseness, writing 

quality, quality of recommendation) based on personal feelings, interpretation of the 

writing, or out of respect to the higher educated (the author was described as a Masters of 

Business Administration). This variable could be elucidated and expanded upon in the 

future.  

Limitations and Future Directions

It proved to be quite difficult to ascertain any quantifiable differences between 

Terror Management and Uncertainty Management theories in this experiment.  The lack 

of differences in activated worldview defense could be attributed to methodological 
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design choices, participant variability, or the striking similarities between both theories. If 

similar results were to be found in a modified replication, then there would be much more 

definitive evidence towards the suggested hierarchy of anxiety-inducing phenomena.

There are some limitations of this study that need to be addressed.  The sample 

used consisted of 60 participants, leaving 15 individuals in each experimental group. 

While the population that participants were drawn from was limited, it is likely that the 

sample was too small to find any demonstrable effects. The effect sizes produced from 

the data were also very small, which also suggests that there may not have been enough 

participants. 

Another issue with this study involved the lack of a control condition. Initially, a 

control group was left out by design due to confounds in TMT and the desire to have a 

direct comparison between both anxiety threat management theories. Additionally, it 

would be difficult to have a single control group, as it would create an inconsistent 

representation of temporal orientation. Previous TMT research has used a control based 

in the past or on hypothetical events (Cox et al, 2008).  For an adequate comparison, two 

control conditions would have been required to represent both the past and the future. 

This would have extended the minimum required sample to 90 participants, which would 

have been unlikely due to the limited resources of this project (time, population, 

rewards). More non-experimental participants may not have yielded stronger effect sizes 

in this situation either.  When responses on the dependent measure were compared 

between the experimental groups and a group of similar size from a pretest of unprimed 

volunteers, the experimental participants had generally lower opinions of the 

controversial author. However, even if the pretest group had been included in full 
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analyses as a quasi-control group, any relationship would not be as meaningful due to the 

disparity between pretest and experimental surveys. Volunteers in the pretest did not 

complete any personality measures or writing prompts, meaning that their reactions to the 

author were not under the same mindset (completing a survey for a reward) or time frame 

(5 minutes vs. ~20 minutes).

It could also be argued that this study did not fully examine temporal orientation 

due to the exclusion of a 'present-oriented' anxiety prompt. As with what happened with 

the past-oriented uncertainty prompt, it would have been very difficult to construct a 

priming stimulus that specifically addressed “thinking in the present”. Asking a 

participant to reflect on their past, or project their future is a much simpler task. The 

potential confusion aroused from a prompt asking about the present may have altered the 

findings in that it would be much more cognitively taxing.  In any case, temporal 

orientation is not dichotomous, but it is still very difficult to quantify because of the lack 

of research on the subject in this aspect.

One final critique of the methods of this experiment lies in the use of a singular 

dependent measure. In past experiments, participants are presented with two counter-

balanced reading prompts (one for and one against the proposed action), then asked to 

complete the IJS on both passages (Navarrete et al, 2004). The difference in these two 

scores would then represent worldview defense, and agreeable participants would not 

have had to been reverse scored. The primary reasoning behind only using one prompt 

was to cut down on survey length. The survey normally would take around twenty 

minutes to complete. The addition of another reading passage may have extended the 

survey to the point of having a fatigue effect on the participants, especially after the 
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lengthy distraction task. Upon future revision, the filler personality section should be 

shortened, and a second comparison prompt should be included. A shorter version of the 

PANAS or an alternative delay-distraction task may also reduce survey length/possibility 

of fatigue effects.

Conclusion

The present study attempted to find a critical difference in worldview defense 

between Terror Management and Uncertainty Management theories of anxiety threat 

management. Differences between experimental groups on worldview defense measures 

were not significant. This could be attributable to the ineffectiveness of the measures, or 

to the actual similarity between the two theories. These results neither confirm nor deny 

that there may be a hierarchical structure to the sources of anxiety in humans.  Further 

research is required so that we may fully understand the genesis of anxiety. By 

understanding the roots of potentially distressing emotions, prevention and treatment of 

disorders involving these emotions can advance.
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Figure 1. Mean IJS scores representing activated worldview defense. No significant 
differences were found between the means of the experimental groups.

Figure 2. Mean scores on author grading paradigm meant to represent an alternative 
measure of worldview defense. There was no significant variance found between groups.
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Figure 3. Adjusted mean IJS scores representing activated worldview defense. No 
significant differences were found between the means of the experimental groups.

Figure 4. Adjusted mean scores on author grading paradigm meant to represent an 
alternative measure of worldview defense. There was no significant variance found 
between groups.
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Appendix A

(Recruitment email)

Subject: Are you 18+? Participate in my thesis study for a $5 gift card!
Body: 
Greetings fellow students,

I am conducting a study on the role of personality factors on interpersonal judgment for 
my thesis, and I would like to invite any and all students aged 18 years or older to 
participate. Your participation would only take around 25 minutes of your time. All your 
responses will remain completely anonymous, and you will receive a $5 Target gift card 
as compensation for your participation. Please email me if you are willing to participate, 
and we can make an appointment to conduct the study.

Thanks,
Alexander Duff 
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Appendix B

(Full survey)

For each of the statements below, please indicate whether or not the statement is 
characteristic of you or of what you believe.  For example, if the statement is extremely 
uncharacteristic of you or of what you believe about yourself (not at all like you) please 
place a "1" on the line to the left of the statement.  If the statement is extremely 
characteristic of you or of what you believe about yourself (very much like you) please 
place a "4" on the line to the left of the statement.  You should use the following scale as 
you rate each of the statements below.

1 2  3 4
extremely somewhat         somewhat             extremely
uncharacteristic uncharacteristic characteristic characteristic
of me of me of me of me

01. _______  I prefer complex to simple problems.

02. _______  I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of 

          thinking.

03. _______  Thinking is not my idea of fun.

04. _______  I would rather do something that requires little thought than something that 

          is sure to challenge my thinking abilities.

05. _______  I try to anticipate and avoid situations where there is a likely chance I will 

          have to think in depth about something.

06. _______  I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.

07. _______  I only think as hard as I have to.

08. _______  I prefer to think about small daily projects to long term ones.

09. _______  I like tasks that require little thought once I’ve learned them.

10. _______  The idea of relying on thought to make my way to the top appeals to me.

11. _______  I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solutions to 

          problems.

12. _______  Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite me very much.

13. _______  I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles I must solve.

14. _______  The notion of thinking abstractly is appealing to me.

15. _______  I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to one that 
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          is somewhat important but does not require much thought.

16. _______  I feel relief rather than satisfaction after completing a task that requires a lot 

          of mental effort.

17. _______  It’s enough for me that something gets the job done; I don’t care how or 

          why it works.

18. _______  I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me 

          personally.

People differ in the ways they act and think in different situations.  These next questions 
measure some of the ways in which you act and think.  Read each statement and rate how 
often it applies to you. Do not spend too much time on any statement.  Answer quickly 
and honestly.

1 2 3 4 
Rarely/Never Occasionally Often Almost Always/Always

19. _______  I do not plan tasks carefully.

20. _______  I do things without thinking.

21. _______  I make-up my mind quickly.

22. _______  I am happy-go-lucky.

23. _______  I don’t “pay attention.”

24. _______  I have “racing” thoughts.

25. _______  I plan trips well ahead of time.

26. _______  I am self-controlled.

27. _______  I concentrate easily.

28. _______  I save regularly.

29. _______  I “squirm” at plays or lectures.

30. _______  I am a careful thinker.

31. _______  I plan for job security.

32. _______  I say things without thinking.

33. _______  I like to think about complex problems.

34. _______  I change jobs.

35. _______  I act “on impulse.”
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36. _______  I get bored easily when solving thought problems.

37. _______  I act on the spur of the moment.

38. _______  I am a steady thinker.

39. _______  I change residences.

40. _______  I buy things on impulse.

41. _______  I can only think about one thing at a time.

42. _______  I change hobbies.

43. _______  I spend or charge more than I earn.

44. _______  I often have extraneous thoughts when thinking.

45. _______  I am more interested in the present than the future.

46. _______  I am restless at the theater or lectures.

47. _______  I like puzzles.

48. _______  I am future oriented.

Please read the following statements and identify on a scale from 1-4, one being not at all 
true, four being exactly true, how well each statement applies to you.

1 2 3 4
Not at all true Hardly true Moderately true Exactly true

49. _______  I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough.

50. _______  If someone opposes me, I can find the means and ways to get what I want.

51. _______  It is easy for me to stick to my aims and accomplish my goals.

52. _______  I am confident that I could deal effectively with unexpected events.

53. _______  Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle unforeseen situations.

54. _______  I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort.

55. _______  I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can rely on my coping 

          abilities.

56. _______  When I am  confronted with a problem, I can usually find several solutions.

57. _______  If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a solution.

58. _______  I can usually handle whatever comes my way.



TEMPORAL ANXIETY MANAGMENT 51

This assessment is a recently developed, innovative personality assessment. Recent 
research suggests that feelings and attitudes about hypothetical events tell us a 
considerable amount about the individual’s personality. Your responses to this survey 
will be content-analyzed in order to assess certain dimensions of your personality. Your 
honest responses to the following questions will be appreciated. All of your responses 
will remain completely anonymous, and excerpts from your writings will be not be 
included in any of the potential publications of this research.

Past Death Prompt:
Imagine if you were to have died at a younger age. Briefly describe the emotions evoked 
from the thought of your hypothetical death.

Please write down, as specifically as you can, what you think would have physically 
happened to your body if you had died.

Past Uncertain Prompt:
Memory is a subjective experience. Please think about an event from your past in which 
you don’t recall all of the details. Describe the emotions that constructed nostalgia evokes 
within you.

Please write down, as specifically as you can, what aspects of your past you are least 
certain of.

Future Death Prompt:

Imagine if you were told that you were going to die in the near future. Briefly describe 
the emotions the thought of your eventual death evoke within you.

Please write down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen to your body as 
you die and decay.

Future Uncertain Prompt:
Imagine your life thirty years from now. Describe the emotions that contemplation of the 
unknown evoke within you.

Please write down, as specifically as you can, what aspects of your future you are least 
certain of.
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This scale consists of a number of words and phrases that describe different feelings and 
emotions. Read each item and then use the following scale to indicate to what extent you 
feel this way right now.

1 2 3 4
very slightly/ a little quite a bit extremely
not at all

_______cheerful
_______sad
_______active
_______angry at self
_______disgusted
_______calm
_______guilty
_______enthusiastic
_______attentive
_______afraid
_______joyful
_______downhearted
_______bashful
_______tired
_______nervous
_______sheepish
_______sluggish
_______amazed
_______lonely
_______distressed
_______daring
_______shaky
_______sleepy
_______blameworthy
_______surprised
_______happy
_______excited
_______determined
_______strong
_______timid

_______hostile
_______frightened
_______scornful
_______alone
_______proud
_______astonished
_______relaxed
_______alert
_______jittery
_______interested
_______irritable
_______upset
_______lively
_______loathing
_______delighted
_______angry
_______ashamed
_______confident
_______inspired
_______bold
_______at ease
_______energetic
_______fearless
_______blue
_______scared
_______concentrating
_______disgusted
_______shy
_______drowsy
_______dissatisfied with self
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Please read the following passage by UF graduate T. R. Johnson, MBA, then answer 
the questions below.

New College of Florida, as I understand it, is an institution where academic success 
is gauged based on narrative evaluations rather than traditional grades. While a novel 
system such as this may offer a unique academic experience, there are many instances in 
which a narrative evaluation system may impede upon future academic progress. Many 
graduate programs, for instance, use grade point averages as a means to rank prospective 
students. Without a GPA or any grades to show for four years of hard work, New College 
students may have a difficult time when applying to highly competitive programs such as 
medical school, or law school. In fact, a colleague of mine, who coincidentally is also a 
New College alumnus, actually paid their own money for a masters in finance at the 
University of Florida so they would actually be considered by investment banks. Grade 
equivalents to narrative evaluations would not only ameliorate some of these concerns, but 
they may also help New College’s high attrition rate. The school will seem more appealing 
if less students transfer out due to lacking prerequisite graduate qualifications. A more 
standardized evaluation process may also assuage the perceived pretension of the New 
College community, allowing for a larger student body, an increase in potential growth for 
the school as a whole. I know that I personally abstained from applying to New College 
because of the challenging curriculum. More students means more funding, which is in 
everyone’s best interest. I advocate for the establishment of narrative evaluation 
translation, something that President Donal O’Shea may be able to implement in the near 
future. This process will most likely benefit all current and future students, while 
retroactively aiding alumni of the school in future attempts to join the private sector. The 
senior thesis can be a strong source of prestige in applications, but only if New College 
offers a way for people to know about it.

On a scale from 1 to 9, 1 being not at all, 9 being extremely, rate how much you agree with 
the following statements about the author.

“This person is likable,”  ______

“This person is intelligent,”  ______

“This person is well-informed,”  ______

“This person is moral,”  ______

“This is the kind of person I would like to work with,” ______

“This person is honest,”  ______

“This person is well-adjusted.” ______

On a scale from 0 to 100, as if by grading, rate the passage on:
Conciseness _______
Writing quality  _______
Quality of recommendation ________

Lastly, please indicate whether you approve of the changes detailed in the passage. 
YES/NO
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What is your age?  _______

Do you identify under a socially constructed gender identity?  YES/NO

If yes, what gender do you identify with?  __________________

What is your area of concentration?  ___________________
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You have reached the end of the survey. THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION! 

You will receive your gift card momentarily.

Please read the debriefing below.

The research you participated in was based on two competing theories, Terror 
Management Theory (TMT) and Uncertainty Management Theory (UMT). According to 
TMT, people have a life-preservation instinct but are also aware that they will eventually 
die, which creates the potential for overwhelming anxiety. Therefore, people need to buffer 
this anxiety by engaging a variety of psychological “defenses.” For example, people might 
try not to think about death, or they might adopt a cultural worldview that provides 
comforting socialization or cognitions. Similarly, UMT proposes that thoughts of 
uncertainty (not-exclusive to existential uncertainty) are more challenging than strict 
mortality salience.

In the study you just participated in, you were asked either to think about your own death 
or to think about an uncertain situation, such as the future. After you are reminded of death 
or uncertainty, even after a delay, thoughts of anxiety will be more accessible to 
consciousness than usual.  To assess how bothered you were by these stimuli, you read a 
short passage advocating for changes to New College academic policy. This passage was 
designed to provide a challenging situation for New College students. Presumably, the 
more anxiety received from priming stimuli, the less favorably you would have rated the 
author of the essay on the Interpersonal Judgment Scale.

You received one of four possible prompts. These prompts were designed to elicit thoughts 
about death, or uncertainty on one of two orientations; either the past, or the future. 
Previous research indicates that thoughts of the uncertainty surrounding death are more 
distressing than thoughts of death itself. By splitting the prompts into these groups, I can 
compare defensive reactions of participants on specific factors to see which theory more 
accurately explains anxiety threat management.

If you have any further questions about the study, please contact me at 
alexander.duff@ncf.edu. I will be happy to discuss the study via email or via a meeting.

If you experienced negative psychological effects during the study that you wish to be 
addressed, please contact the Counseling and Wellness Center at (941) 487-4254. 

And, please don’t tell anyone else about the nature of the study. My data will be invalid if 
participants know the purpose of the study prior to taking it. Thanks again for your 
participation! 


