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ABSTRACT 

People have different needs that motivate their thoughts and behaviors (e.g., need 

for personal control over outcomes in their lives, need for actual / symbolic immortality).  

When the fulfillment of one of these needs is threatened, people will seek to reduce any 

discomfort or anxiety brought on by the threat. One of the ways people do this is by 

engaging in different threat reduction strategies.  Recent research has demonstrated that 

people may respond differently depending on the specific need that is threatened.  

However, catastrophic events such as terrorism could elicit threats to a person’s need for 

control and need for immortality simultaneously.  Because multiple needs may be more 

relevant in these situations, I predicted that the ways in which the media frames its 

coverage of an act of terror can impact a person’s subsequent responses by manipulating 

which psychological needs seem most threatened.  I further hypothesized that if the 

media coverage is framed in such a way as to make most salient one need over other 

needs, people will engage in threat reduction strategies more in line with that threat-

congruent need than with other, more distal needs.  I sought both to explain a specific 

process that leads to differing thoughts and behaviors following an act of terror as well as 

the role of the media in shaping these responses. 

To examine these hypotheses, I conducted two studies where participants were 

made to experience existential threat (or not) and then presented two threat-reduction 

opportunities in sequence.  In Study 1, participants experienced either a mortality salience 

threat or no threat upon reading a news article and were then assessed on policy 

preference and behavioral intentions toward a policy that would increase (symbolic) 

immortality and a policy that would increase control.  In Study 2, participants 

experienced either a mortality salience threat, a control threat, or no threat upon viewing 

a video news broadcast and were then assessed on both prejudice and endorsement of 

government control.   Both studies demonstrated that the media can make specific types 

of threat more salient and that people tend to prefer a threat-congruent threat reduction 

strategy.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

What is the role of the media in shaping people’s responses to acts of terror?  This 

is the overriding question driving this research.  Acts of terror are threatening to people in 

many different ways.  One especially important form of threat is to our psychological 

needs (e.g., need for personal control over outcomes in our lives, need for actual or 

symbolic immortality).  When an event threatens multiple needs simultaneously, as an act 

of terror can, I predict that media framing can determine (by making most salient) which 

need people experience as threatened.  For example, news coverage highlighting death as 

a result of an act of terror would undermine immortality needs, whereas coverage 

highlighting the unpredictability of the attack would undermine control needs.  These 

threatened needs then lead to unique downstream consequences. I begin with evidence 

that acts of terror can cause people to have different emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 

and that among these are different experiences of threat. 

Responses to Terror 

Most of us recall scenes of tremendous violence when we see or hear anything 

that brings to mind acts of terror like September 11
th

, the 1972 Summer Olympics, or the 

Beslan school hostage crisis.  As with any act of violence, the impact on people’s 

feelings, thoughts, and behavior extends well beyond the immediate victims.  Thinking 

about an act of terror can elicit feelings of fear (Silver, Holman, McIntosh, Poulin, & Gil-

Rivas, 2002), anger (Skitka, Bauman, & Mullen, 2004), and anxiety (Dunkel, 2002).  It 
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can also alter the way we think about the world around us (e.g., altered risk assessments; 

Fischoff, Gonzalez, Lerner, & Small, 2005) as well as how we behave (e.g., what policies 

we endorse; Lerner, Gonzales, Small, & Fischoff, 2003).   

These thoughts and behaviors may be very consequential.  For instance, although 

many people respond to acts of terror in a pro-social and productive manner by 

cooperating with others more and helping one another (New York Times, 23 September 

2001), many others respond with anti-social or unproductive behaviors.  These behaviors 

include violent acts against people perceived to be of Middle Eastern origin (Swahn, 

Mahendra, Paulozzi, Winston, Shelley, Taliano, Frazier & Saul, 2003), an increase in 

likelihood of ignoring police and public health communications (Boscarino, Figley & 

Adams, 2003), and an increase in the likelihood of engaging in risky and unhealthy 

behavior (Gray & Ropeik, 2002).   Many factors are likely responsible for the diversity of 

responses to an act of terror.  The current research seeks to investigate one of these: threat 

to people’s different psychological needs. 

Threat Reduction and Worldview Defense 

 The psychological literature provides evidence for numerous strategies that 

people use to reduce the anxiety caused by some threat, a number of which involve 

(cultural) worldview defense.  A cultural worldview (henceforth, just worldview) is a 

shared system of rules, values, and norms about the nature of the world (Arndt, 

Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Simon, 1997).  A shared worldview provides 

people with a basic structure from which their individual values and sense of meaning 
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can be constructed (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006).  This worldview also informs people 

about what is right and wrong (deserving of reward or punishment).  Achieving the 

standards set by the worldview confers a sense of self-esteem, which buffers against 

anxiety.  When our worldview is threatened (even in circumstances where we are not 

explicitly aware this threat exists), we engage in thoughts and actions to reduce our 

current state of anxiety.  Oftentimes, this includes defending certain aspects of our 

worldview (e.g., that one’s ingroup is superior to an outgroup).   

When it comes to explaining the mechanism underlying threat reduction 

(including worldview defense) there are three overarching theories.  First, some 

researchers claim there is one superordinate existential motivation that guides all of our 

threat reduction strategies.  Advocates of Terror Management Theory and the Meaning 

Maintenance Model both make this claim (though with distinct dominant motivations 

from one another—need for immortality and need for meaning, respectively).  These 

researchers make a claim about a superordinate existential motivation, in part, because 

threats to different psychological needs sometimes elicit similar responses (e.g., threats to 

different types of existential motivation have been shown to yield the worldview defense 

response of increasing religious convictions; Kay et al., 2008; Jonas & Fischer, 2006; 

Hogg, Adelman, & Blaff, 2010), although often for different reasons (e.g., because 

religions offer both literal immortality and a sense of control or order in the world).   

Second, some researchers argue that threats to different existential motivations 

elicit responses that are specific to the threat.  For example, when immortality needs are 
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most salient, a person may engage in threat reduction strategies that would be different 

from the strategies used had another need been most salient (e.g., need for control).  If a 

person’s response looks similar when different needs are threatened, this only occurs 

because observers are looking at the generality and not the specificity of responses.  As 

an example, people may respond with the same general behavior (e.g., spending money), 

but the person with the more salient control threat will be more likely to spend money on 

something that enhances control (e.g., purchasing a handgun) and a person with a more 

salient immortality threat will be more likely to spend money on something that enhances 

(symbolic) immortality (e.g., donating to become a charter member of a new Center at 

the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace).   

These researchers do not argue against the existence of a superordinate existential 

motivation per se, nor do they argue that threats to different needs could produce the 

same threat reduction strategy.  Their argument is that, in at least some instances, threats 

to different needs will result in different threat reduction strategies.  The theory behind 

this argument is that a threat will be most successfully reduced through a threat-

congruent strategy.  If this primary strategy is not possible, people will then be forced 

into choosing less optimal strategies.   Shepherd, Kay, Landau, and Keefer (2011) 

conducted an experiment that provided evidence for this theory.  They assigned 

participants to either a control or mortality salience condition and then looked at whether 

the participants then had a preference for either a political candidate who restored a sense 

of control or a political candidate who restored a sense of (symbolic) immortality.  They 
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found that participants who had been in the control threat condition preferred the control 

restoring candidate significantly more than the immortality restoring candidate and the 

participants who had been in the mortality salience condition preferred the immortality 

restoring candidate significantly more than the control restoring candidate.  This study 

provides evidence that, in at least some situations, the specific type of threat helps 

determine the response that follows.   

Third, some researchers argue that the two previously-mentioned theories 

represent a false dichotomy (Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012).  Proulx and 

colleagues take the notion of a single superordinate psychological motivation to an 

extreme in claiming that all forms of psychological inconsistency (e.g., psychological 

threat, cognitive dissonance, perceptual inconsistency, worldview violations, attitudinal 

ambivalence) are essentially the same basic process—they are all expectancy violations 

that bring about anxiety and a motivation to reduce that anxiety.  They further claim, 

however, that people engage in different types of anxiety reduction (e.g., assimilation, 

affirmation, accommodation) and that it might be the case that people prefer threat 

congruent anxiety reduction strategies over less-congruent or distally related anxiety 

reduction strategies.   

In line with the latter two theories, I believe that framing a complex event, like a 

terrorist attack, in terms of different threats (threat to need for control vs. threat to need 

for immortality) can lead people to pursue different threat reduction thoughts and 

behavior.   In other words, someone who has their sense of control threatened by a 
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terrorist attack will think and behave differently than someone who has their sense of 

immortality threatened by a terrorist attack.   

The basic idea that different types of threat can produce different thought and 

behavior responses is not new.  Importantly, threats need not even be directed at our 

worldviews directly in order to elicit worldview defense strategies.  Threats directed 

toward various psychological needs (e.g., need for control, need for [literal or symbolic] 

immortality) tend to produce anxiety which can be relieved by engaging in worldview 

defense thoughts and behavior (Rutjens & Loseman, 2010; Holbrook, Sousa, & Hahn-

Holbrook, 2011; Shepherd et al., 2011).  Different theories or models are associated with 

each of these distinct existential and psychological needs.  Next, I describe key features 

of two theories which postulate different motivations that form the basis of my 

predictions. 

Compensatory Control Model 

The compensatory control model (CCM) suggests that people have a need for 

personal control (belief that one can personally predict, affect, and steer events in the 

present and future) and that when there is a threat to a person’s perceived level of control, 

they will experience anxiety and discomfort (Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009).  

People are motivated to reduce this anxiety and discomfort, primarily by attempting to 

compensate for the personal lack of control.  Research has demonstrated, however, that 

people can effectively compensate for lack of personal control by attributing control to 

something outside of the self (e.g., increasing perception of patterns, putting trust in 
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institutions that impose structure and order, increasing faith in interventionist deities; Kay 

et al., 2009).   

Terror Management Theory 

Terror management theory (TMT) suggests that people’s thoughts and behaviors 

are largely motivated by the fear of mortality and that we have a need to reduce anxiety 

caused by mortality salience.  I refer to this need to reduce anxiety caused by mortality 

salience as a need for immortality (actual or symbolic).  In other words, the existential 

threat of our imminent death brings about anxiety and discomfort (Gr eenberg, 

Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991).  People are 

motivated to reduce this anxiety and may do so in different ways that promote literal or 

symbolic immortality (e.g., bolstering self-esteem, developing interpersonal relationships, 

defending our cultural worldview; Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2003).   

Separate Antecedents to and Forms of Threat Reduction 

  In each of the studies of Shepard et al. (2011), they manipulated the type of 

motivation-specific threat.  If the threat was of a more ambiguous nature where different 

needs are potentially present at the same time, however, how would people respond?  

Perhaps people’s responses would depend upon which type of threat was most salient at 

any given moment.  One especially powerful possible antecedent of what is most salient 

in our minds is stories in the media.  In what follows, I explore the possibility that an act 

of terror can threaten multiple needs simultaneously and that media framing can 

determine which needs are most salient and, thusly, seem most threatened.  Most 
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importantly, I will be exploring how this framing differentially impacts how people 

respond (i.e., think and behave) to a terrorist attack.   

Media Effects 

 The effect of mass media on peoples’ thoughts and behavior is well known 

(Bryant & Oliver, 2009).  These effects take place primarily through three actions—

framing, agenda setting, and priming (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).  Framing refers to 

how a story is defined or constructed.  It is sometimes described as the “angle” a news 

outlet has in its coverage.  Framing is important because how a story is framed 

determines how a person perceives and responds to that story (Nelson, Clawson & Oxley, 

1997).  The way a news story is framed might even affect which needs and motivations 

predominate in peoples’ minds.  Essentially, the media framing would act as a cue or 

prime, focusing our attention on some things and preventing our attention from being 

focused on other things.   

 One example of this would include the media stories following 9/11 that focused 

on the bodies in the rubble of the Twin Towers (Schulte, 2001, A18) or on the heroes 

who died trying to save others (Branan, 2001, B1).  Stories such as these make many 

references to death (“’We just can't comprehend the magnitude of death,’ said Rogers 

Deputy Fire Chief Wayne Brashear;” Brannan, 2001, B1), the circumstances surrounding 

their deaths, as well as the consequences of death (e.g., leaving a family and co-workers 

behind).  All of these stories are making mortality salient and are likely causing anxiety 

related to a threatened need for immortality.   
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People who are focused on threats to one need over threats to other needs will 

seek out threat reduction strategies more in line with the salient need than other lesser 

related needs (Shepherd et al., 2011).  Because many real-world situations could evoke 

multiple threats simultaneously, the way the media frames its coverage of these events 

should determine which threat reduction responses take place.   

One situation which could produce loss of control and mortality salience at the 

same time is an act of terror.  If different threats are at the forefront of people’s minds 

following an act of terror, media framing may only have minimal impact on their 

responses.  However, if different threats are equally plausible as a cause of their unease, 

then media framing might lead people to favor one interpretation over the other. 

I examined whether media coverage of an act of terror can be framed so as to 

make more salient need for control or need to reduce death-related anxiety.  Based on the 

findings of Shepherd et al. (2011), these threats should elicit thoughts and actions that 

align more with their corresponding need than with any of the other needs.  In other 

words, personal control threats should either increase affirmation of cultural constructs 

that bolster order or increase a person’s preference for anything that might lead to greater 

control.   In the same vein, threats of mortality should either increase affirmation of 

cultural constructs that reduce death-related anxiety or increase a person’s preference for 

anything that might lead to actual or symbolic immortality.  Support for this hypothesis 

would provide evidence that media framing shapes people’s thoughts and behavior, at 

least in part, by making different types of threat more or less salient.   
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CHAPTER II  

STUDY 1 

 Study 1 examined whether media framing could produce threats to specific 

psychological needs and lead to a need-congruent threat reduction strategy.  I explored 

the possibility that I would still see these effects when people had different threat 

reduction strategy options.   

Method 

Participants and Design 

I conducted a power analysis as per Cohen (1992) which included a desired level 

of power of .80, an alpha-level of .05, and a small effect size.  In order to have sufficient 

power, I needed to recruit at least 215 participants.   A total of 268 introductory 

psychology students were involved in the experiment, but for purposes of analysis, 20 

were removed for failure to follow instructions.
1
  Participants were randomly assigned to 

condition and policy preference and behavioral intentions were measured.  The study was 

a 3 (Threat Condition: no threat vs. control threat vs.MS threat) x 2 (Policy: control 

restoring vs. immortality restoring) x 2 (Order: congruent policy first vs. congruent policy 

second) mixed design where Salient Threat and Order were between-subjects variables, 

Policy was a within-subjects variable, and policy preference was the DV.   

                                                           
1
 Before beginning the experiment, participants were presented an instructional manipulation check (IMC), 

designed to detect participants who do not follow instructions (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko, 2009).  

In the IMC, participants are told to select a specific answer choice from among five options.  Those who 

did not select the correct answer multiple times (i.e., more than once) were not included in the analysis.   
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A No threat level of Threat Condition was included because past research 

demonstrated significant differences in experienced threat and threat reduction among 

people in a threat versus No threat condition (cf. Rutjens & Loseman, 2010).  In order to 

help make the claim that people experienced threat, the Threat Condition level No threat 

was included for comparison purposes.   

Materials and Procedure 

Participants were told that I was interested in their reaction to a major news event.  

They read one of two ostensible news reports about an act of terrorism that took place in 

1986 or a story about a past Science and Engineering Fair (no threat condition).  Each act 

of terror news report presented a different story intended to make most salient one of two 

possible needs (need for control or need for immortality; see Appendix A).   After 

reading the report, participants completed a measure of policy preference and behavioral 

intentions, a manipulation check, and a demographics questionnaire.    

Some previous research (Arndt, Cook, & Routledge, 2004) suggested the need to 

have a delay between a mortality salience (MS) induction and onset of the experience of 

mortality salience, whereas other research suggested this is not necessary when the 

mortality salience induction is very brief (Landau & Greenberg, 2006).  In order to make 

sure my mortality salience induction would work, and to see whether a delay was 

required before the onset of mortality salience, I conducted a pretest.  The pretest was a 2 

(Induction: MS threat vs. no threat) x 2 (Delay: delay vs. no delay) design with death 

thought accessibility as the DV. The instruments of threat induction were the news 
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reports described below, and the delay task consisted of two measures: 1) The PANAS-X 

(Watson & Clark, 1992, 1994), a 60-item measure of general positive affect, general 

negative affect, as well as 11 specific emotions and 2) The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965), a 10-item measure of self-esteem. An ANOVA revealed no 

significant interaction of Induction x Delay, but a significant main effect of Induction 

such that participants in the MS threat conditions experienced significantly more death 

thought accessibility than those in the no threat conditions, F(1, 103) = 8.152, p < .01.  

Due to this finding, no delay was incorporated into Studies 1 or 2 following the MS 

induction. 

News framing.   Each participant read one of three news reports.    The first two 

news reports were written so as to primarily elicit a threat either to participants’ need for 

control or need for immortality.  The news reports used in the two threat conditions 

reported a terrorist attack in Abilene, TX, which ostensibly took place in 1986.  Both 

reports were four paragraphs in length and had identical wording up to the fourth 

paragraph.  One narrative concluded with a paragraph designed to elicit mortality 

salience by describing a scene of death and the possible consequences of that death.  The 

other narrative concluded with a paragraph designed to elicit thoughts of not being in 

control by describing an experience of helplessness.  The third news report was about a 

state-wide Science and Engineering Fair that ostensibly took place in Waco, TX in 1986.  

This news report comprised the neutral (no threat) condition and should not have 

threatened participants’ need for control or immortality (see Appendix B). 
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Policy preference and behavioral intentions.  Participants read two descriptions 

of different policy options, each focused on reducing anxiety from one of the different 

types of threat (e.g., a policy that would allow citizens to leave an enduring legacy and 

provide value to society in the case of mortality-related anxiety; see Appendix C).  The 

order of policy presentation was randomized.  Following each policy description there 

were three items measuring their general policy preference anchored at -4 (strongly 

opposed/very bad/very much dislike) to 4 (strongly support/very good/very much like).  In 

addition, there were five items regarding likelihood of engaging in some behavior in 

support of the policy (e.g., Likelihood of signing a petition in support of the policy), all 

anchored at -4 (not at all likely) to 4 (extremely likely).    

Manipulation checks.  The extent of mortality salience was measured with a 

death though accessibility word-completion task.  Participants were presented with 25 

word-fragments, 8 of which could be completed as either a death-related or neutral word 

(e.g., SK**L could be completed as either SKULL, which is death-related, or SKILL, 

which is not death-related).  Similar manipulation checks have been used successfully in 

the past and showed significantly more death-thought accessibility among participants in 

the mortality salience condition than in other conditions (Rutjens & Loseman, 2010).   

Perceived personal control was assessed with two items.  Participants indicated 

the extent to which they agreed with the following statements on a scale of 1(strongly 

agree) to 4 (strongly disagree): “The events in my life are mainly determined by my own 

actions” and “I am not in control of most things that occur in my life” (reverse coded).  
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These same items have been used successfully in the past to assess levels of perceived 

personal control (Kay, et al. 2008).   

Anxiety.  Anxiety was measured at three different points-in-time (immediately 

following threat induction, immediately following the first-presented policy, and 

immediately following the second-presented policy) as an alternative method for 

assessing threat reduction.  Anxiety at each time point was measured with an item asking 

“How anxious do you feel right now” with responses ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 

(very much so).   

Results and Discussion 

 Initial analyses suggested that the control threat manipulation was unsuccessful.  

Specifically, the No threat and Control threat conditions were largely equivalent.  I 

conducted a 2 (Threat Condition: control threat vs. no threat) x 2 (Policy: control 

restoring vs. immortality restoring) ANOVA with policy preference as the DV to 

examine the potential equivalence of these conditions.  This analysis showed no main 

effects and no interaction (Fs < .4, ps > .5), suggesting that there is not a difference 

between the no threat and control threat conditions (i.e., I was unsuccessful in my control 

threat induction).  In addition, similar analyses conducted on participants’ initial anxiety 

also revealed no difference between the control threat and no threat conditions (F (1, 160) 

= .003, p = .959).  Because of this, I only reported analyses for Study 1 with the Control 

threat level of the Threat Condition variable removed.  What follows is the Results and 

Discussion where the Control threat level of the Threat Condition variable was removed.  
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For the analyses which included the Control threat level of the Threat Condition variable, 

see Appendix E.    

Once the Control threat participants were removed for purposes of analysis, data 

remained for a total of 168 introductory psychology students.  The design for the 

remaining condition was a 2 (Salient Threat: no threat vs. MS threat) x 2 (Policy: control 

restoring vs. immortality restoring) x 2 (Order: MS policy first vs. MS policy second) 

mixed design on policy preference, where Salient Threat and Order were between-

subjects variables, Policy was a within-subjects variable, and policy preference was the 

primary DV.   

The primary analysis centered on determining which of the different existential 

threat theories was most plausible, based upon the manner in which threat reduction 

occurred.  If there is a superordinate existential need, I would have expected to see people 

in the MS threat condition (compared with people in the No threat condition) reduce their 

threat using the first-presented threat reduction opportunity, regardless of whether the 

threat reduction opportunity was congruent with the MS threat.  If there are multiple 

existential needs, I would have expected to see people in the MS threat condition 

(compared to people in the No threat condition) prefer a threat-congruent threat reduction 

opportunity (MS policy) over a threat-incongruent threat reduction opportunity (Control 

policy).  A final possibility existed where I would find greater threat reduction with 

threat-congruent threat reduction opportunities but at least some threat reduction even 

with threat-incongruent threat reduction opportunities.   
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 My analysis began with a data screening where I checked for usual data problems 

(e.g., outliers, large ranges, skew, kurtosis).  I examined interrelationships between 

dependent variable items and averaged item scores where appropriate.   

Manipulation checks.  Death thought accessibility was measured simply by 

summing the number of times (out of 8) participants completed a word using a death-

related word versus a neutral word (M = 2.36, SD = 1.297).  Scores were then compared 

across the two levels of the Salient Threat independent variable (no threat and 

immortality threat).  I expected to find that participants in the immortality threat 

condition complete the word completion task with significantly more death-related words 

than participants in the no threat condition.  What I actually found, however, was that 

there was not a significant difference between conditions, F(1, 169) = .466, p = .496.   

This finding suggested one of two possibilities: The first was that the 

manipulation of mortality salience did not work.  Significant changes in anxiety level 

over time (discussed below), however, suggested that there was a significant impact of 

the mortality salience news story.  The other possibility was that the manipulation check 

was not significantly affected by threat condition because of when they took place during 

the experiment.  The manipulation check followed the presentation of both policies (each 

designed to reduce some experience of threat).  It was possible that death thought 

accessibility no longer existed after participants read the threat-reducing policies, either 

because the policies successfully reduced this threat or because participants reduced the 

threat in some other way during the intervening time. 
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Policy preference.  Policy preference was assessed with three items related to 

liking of the policy.  Because the three MS policy preference items and the three Control 

policy preference items showed strong intercorrelation (α = .939 and α = .913, 

respectively), they were combined into two different policy preference variables, MS 

policy preference and Control policy preference.  

The initial analysis was the full 2 (Threat Condition: MS threat vs. no threat) x 2 

(Policy: control restoring vs. immortality restoring) x 2 (Order: MS policy first vs. MS 

policy second) ANOVA with policy preference as the dependent variable.   

This analysis yielded only a main effect of Policy (F (1, 165) = 9.746, p < .01) where the 

MS policy was preferred (M = 7.32 SD = 3.808) significantly more than the control 

policy (M = 6.12, SD = 4.265; F (1, 165) = 9.746, p < .01) and a significant 2-way 

interaction of Threat Condition x Policy (F(1, 165) = 4.248, p < .05). 

 

Figure 1. Interaction of Threat Condition by Policy Preference. 
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I decomposed this interaction using simple effects testing.  The only significant 

difference involved MS policy preference following a MS threat.  In other words, among 

people in the no threat condition, there was not a significant difference in preferences 

between the MS policy (M = 6.43, SD = 4.257) and the Control policy, (M = 6.06, SD = 

4.445; F (1, 167) = .454, p = .502).  But, among people in the MS threat condition, 

participants had significantly higher preference for the MS policy (M = 8.14, SD = 3.152) 

than the Control policy, (M = 6.17, SD = 4.117; F (1, 167) = 13.89, p < .001).  In 

addition, there was not a significant difference between the MS threat condition (M = 

21.17, SD = 4.117) and the No threat condition (M = 21.06, SD = 4.445) on liking of the 

control-restoring policy (F(1, 167) = .027, p = .869), but there was a significant 

difference between the MS threat condition (M = 23.14, SD = 3.152) and the No threat 

condition (M = 21.43, SD = 4.257) on liking for the MS policy (F(1, 167) = 8.84, p < 

.01).  This showed evidence of a congruent rather than a general threat-reduction strategy.  

Further support of this was indicated by no significant effects involving the order of 

policy presentation in the full ANOVA model (Fs < 1.8, ps > .1).  If people had been 

engaged in general threat-reduction strategies, then it was very plausible that the first 

policy, regardless of which psychological need it was restoring, would have been 

preferred.    

It is clear that a MS threat caused participants to take advantage of a threat-

congruent threat reduction opportunity (e.g., by increasing their preference for MS threat 

reducing policies).  In addition to looking at the specific effect of an MS threat leading to 
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a greater preference for a MS threat reducing policy, I wanted to see if there might be a 

more general effect of order, where participants in the MS threat condition might have 

had a preference for a first presented (or second presented) policy, regardless of policy 

type.  Although the lack of interactions involving order were inconsistent with order 

effects, the prediction would have been a 3-way interaction, so it is possible that the 

analysis was underpowered.   

To look at possible order effects using a higher powered analysis, I conducted a 

Threat Condition x Ordered Policy ANOVA where Ordered Policy was a within-subjects 

variable and level one was policy preference for the first-seen policy and level two was 

policy preference for the second-seen policy.   This interaction was not significant (F(1, 

167) = .264, p = .608). 

Behavioral intentions.  Behavioral intentions were assessed with five items 

regarding likelihood of engaging in some behavior in support of the policy.  Because the 

five MS behavioral intention items and the five Control behavioral intention items 

showed fairly strong intercorrelation (α = .796 and α = .881, respectively), they were 

combined into two different behavioral intention variables (MS behavioral intentions and 

Control behavioral intentions).  Differences among participants in their behavioral 

intentions were assessed almost identically to how policy preference was assessed.   

The primary analysis was a Threat Condition x Order x Policy (as a within-

subjects variable) ANOVA with behavioral intentions as the DV.  Only a significant main 

effect of Policy was found (F(1, 165) = 11.469, p = .001) where participants were more 
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inclined toward behaving in support of the MS policy (M = 4.62, SD = 6.767) than the 

Control policy (M = 2.488, SD = 8.243).  

 

Figure 2. Interaction of Threat Condition by Behavioral Intentions  

Although the interaction of Threat Condition x Policy was only marginally 

significant (F (1, 165) = 3.507, p = .063), the pattern that appeared was very similar to 

that found when policy preference was the dependent variable.  In fact, when looking just 

at the No threat condition, there was not a significant difference (F(1, 167) = 1.006, p > 

.05) between MS policy behavioral intentions (M = 3.64, SD = 6.774) and Control policy 

behavioral intentions (M = 2.74, SD = 7.771).  There was, however, a significant 

difference (F (1, 167) = 14.419, p = .001) between MS policy behavioral intentions (M = 

5.51, SD = 6.673) and Control policy behavioral intentions (M = 2.24, SD = 8.693) in the 

MS threat condition.  This finding was in line with the significant interaction with Policy 



Texas Tech University, Cory Davenport, May 2013 

 

21 

 

(when policy preference was the DV) and suggested that an MS threat can lead to MS-

congruent threat reduction strategies.   

Anxiety.  Policy preference and behavioral intentions were used as 

operationalizations of threat reduction.  A more direct method of assessing threat 

reduction took place through a measurement of anxiety at three different points in time 

(immediately following a reading of the news stories, immediately following the first-

presented policy, and immediately following the second-presented policy).   

First, to determine whether the different threat conditions produced initially 

different levels of Anxiety, I ran an ANOVA of Time 1 (i.e., immediately after the threat 

induction) across the two Threat Conditions.  The overall ANOVA was significant (F(1, 

169) = 5.274, p < .05) with anxiety being higher following the MS news article (M = 

2.08, SD = .698) than the No threat news article (M = 1.79, SD = .932).  This provided 

additional evidence that the MS news article induced threat significantly more than the 

No threat news article.  

I then created the within-subjects variable SeriesAnxiety with three levels (the 

three anxiety time points).  I ran a Threat Condition x Order x SeriesAnxiety (as a within-

subject variable) ANOVA which yielded a significant main effect of SeriesAnxiety (F(2, 

330) = 49.029, p < .001), where anxiety decreased from Time 1 (M = 1.94, SD = .829) to 

Time 2 (M = 1.54, SD = .794) to Time 3 (M = 1.48, SD = .708), as well as a 2-way 

interaction of Threat Condition x SeriesAnxiety (F(2, 330) = 9.204, p < .001). 
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Figure 3. Interaction of Threat Condition by SeriesAnxiety 

Although anxiety on average tended to be lower over time, this reduction in 

anxiety was greatest among participants in the MS threat condition.  Indeed, at Time 1, 

participants in the MS threat condition (M = 2.08, SD = .698) were significantly more 

anxious than participants in the no threat conditions (M = 1.782, SD = .932, F(1, 169) = 

5.274, p < .05), but this difference was reduced at later time points: Time 2 (F(1, 169) = 

.316, p = .575) and Time 3 (F(1, 169) = .476, p = .491). 

Mediation. To better understand the process by which threat reduction was taking 

place, I conducted a mediation using Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) INDIRECT macro for 

SPSS.  This macro computes the total, direct, and indirect effects of a mediation using 

resampling techniques to create unbiased confidence intervals for the indirect effect.  In 

my simple mediation model, the mediation pathway was Threat Condition  MS Policy 

Preference  Anxiety Change.  Anxiety Change (ΔAnx) was calculated as follows:  
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When the MS policy came first (among the two policies presented), ΔAnx = Anxiety 

Time 1 – Anxiety Time 2.  When the MS policy came second, ΔAnx = Anxiety Time 2 – 

Anxiety Time 3.  Because there was no direct effect of the mediator (MS Policy 

Preference) on the DV (ΔAnx) (b = .0122, SE = .0129), t(169) = .9467, p = .3451 and no 

total effect of the IV (Threat Condition) on the DV (ΔAnx) (b = .134, SE = .0955), t(169) 

= 1.4023, p = .1627, the mediation of Threat Condition  MS Policy Preference  

Anxiety Change did not occur.   

The three possible explanations for this were that 1) endorsing policies with the 

potential to offset a threat to an existential need did not help to reduce anxiety 2) the 

order in which policies were presented might have been affecting the mediational 

pathway, or  3) there was a problem with the measures.  To rule out the second 

possibility, I re-ran the Threat Condition  MS Policy Preference  Anxiety Change 

mediation analysis for just the conditions where the MS policy was presented first.  Here, 

both the IV (Threat Condition) to mediator (MS Policy Preference) path as well as the 

mediator (MS Policy Preference) to DV (ΔAnx) path were not significant (ps > .05).  

Thus, the current data set failed to support the prediction that endorsing need-congruent 

policies would produce decreases in anxiety.  However, because the policies used in this 

study were created for the purpose of this study, it was possible that attitudes towards 

these policies were not the most precise measures with which to examine threat 

reduction.  One change I made in Study 2 was to use better-established means of threat 
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reduction to provide greater assurance as to the construct validity of my proposed 

mediating variable.   

In sum, Study 1 is revealing primarily because the analyses on the primary 

dependent measures demonstrated that people preferred to resolve threats in ways that 

were psychologically congruent with a MS threat.  Although these findings began to 

speak to the specificity of threat reduction, an additional type of threat (threat to need for 

control) was added to Study 2 to help elaborate upon these findings.   



Texas Tech University, Cory Davenport, May 2013 

 

25 

 

CHAPTER III 

STUDY 2 

In Study 1, participants read an ostensible news article which was framed to make 

either a person’s need for immortality or need for control more salient.  Though it is 

useful to understand the effects of print media, many people receive their news primarily 

through televised media.  As numerous studies have shown that people perceive and 

respond to information differently depending upon the type of media conveying the 

information (e.g., Meline, 1976; Sundar, 2000), I wanted to examine the effectiveness of 

different forms of media on existential need salience.  Of particular interest was a finding 

that showed video news to be more emotional than print news (Cho, Boyle, Keum, 

Shevy, McLeod, Shah, & Pan, 2003).  Perhaps the more emotionally evocative nature of 

video news would alter the extent to which a particular need would be threatened, and 

consequently the extent to which relevant coping strategies would follow.  Study 2 sought 

to examine the effects of televised media on threat to immortality or to control.   

In addition, Study 2 added to the generalizability of these findings by shifting the 

consequence of the manipulation from policy preferences and behavioral intentions to 

demonstrated prejudice and endorsement of government control.  Because both policies 

in Study 1 were written so as to evoke general favorability toward them, there might have 

been a ceiling effect of sorts, decreasing variability in reactions toward the policies.  In 

Study 2, the DVs were very different from one another, but both were forms of threat 

reduction that had been examined in the literatures on mortality and control threats.   
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Previous research has demonstrated that news of an act of terror (thought to 

induce mortality salience / lead to death thought accessibility) would lead people to 

increase prejudiced attitudes toward outgroup members (Das, Bushman, Bezemer, 

Kerkhof, & Vermeulen, 2009) and that threats to need for control would lead to support 

for a controlling government (Kay et al., 2008).  Increased stereotyping and prejudice (as 

forms of worldview defense) in response to reminders of mortality is a classic finding in 

the TMT literature (Greenberg, et al., 1990; Greenberg, Schimel, Martens, Solomon, & 

Pyszczynski, 2001).  If a certain stereotype toward outgoup members is a part of that 

cultural worldview, people would be likely to endorse and rely upon that stereotype when 

threatened. If the stereotype were negative, it could then lead to increased prejudice. Use 

of stereotypes and prejudice also serve the purpose of increasing self-esteem (a buffer 

against existential threat). In other words, the TMT account of mortality salience leading 

to prejudice suggests that people will be reminded of their own mortality, causing an 

experience of threat. This threat experience alters our social judgment processes 

including the way we judge outgroups. Though worldview defense can take a number of 

different forms, prejudice is expected following an act of terror, because people are both 

in a highly threatened state and outgroup members are likely salient. Prejudice, in this 

study, was expected to be a response to a threat to immortality but not a threat to control. 

Conversely, increased support for government control is one example of increased 

support for external sources of control among people low in personal control commonly 

found in the compensatory control literature (for a review, see Morling & Evered, 2006; 
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Rothbaum, Weisz, & Snyder, 1982).  Endorsement of government control was expected 

to be a response to a threat to control but not a threat to immortality.   

In this study, I hypothesized that people who had their need for immortality 

threatened would be significantly more likely to reduce anxiety caused by that threat 

through increasing prejudice toward outgroup members than through increasing their 

support for a controlling government.  Conversely, I hypothesized that people who had 

their need for control threatened would be significantly more likely to reduce anxiety 

caused by that threat through increasing support for a controlling government over 

increasing prejudice toward outgroup members.   

Method 

Participants and Design 

A total of 267 participants signed up to participate in the experiment, but twenty-

five participants were removed from the analyses for taking too long to complete the 

experiment and eighteen were removed because they were missing all of their data.
2
  A 

total of 224 participants (120 introductory psychology students and 104 participants 

through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk Program) ultimately had their data included in the 

analyses.   Participants were randomly assigned to condition and both prejudice and 

endorsement of government control were measured.  The study was a 3 (Threat 

                                                           
2
 According to Qualtrics, the average participant took 15.6 minutes to complete the study.  Participants 

were given up to 2 hours to complete the study so as to not feel any time pressures.  However, participants 

who took longer than 30 minutes to actually complete the study were not included for purposes of analysis 

because of the likelihood of the MS and Control threat induction effects dissipating over an extended 

period of time.  In addition, 18 participants using MTurk did not complete any items of the survey.   
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Condition: no threat vs. control threat vs. MS threat) x 2 (Threat Reduction Strategy: 

prejudice vs. endorsement of government control) x 2 (Order: prejudice measure first vs. 

government control measure first) x 2 (Population: students vs. MTurk) mixed design 

with Threat Reduction Strategy as a within-subjects factor.  Instead of having participants 

complete the study in-person with MediaLab software (as they did in Study 1), 

participants completed the study online through Qualtrics from a computer of their 

choosing.   

Materials and Procedure 

The manipulation for Study 2 was essentially the same as it was for Study 1 with 

the exception that in Study 2, the news story was in video, as opposed to print, format.  

As in Study 1, following the manipulation, participants completed the dependent 

measures (prejudice measure and government control) in counterbalanced order, a 

manipulation check, and a demographic questionnaire.  Also, as in Study 1, participants 

reported their anxiety after the news story and after completing each dependent measure. 

News framing. News reports included the exact same narrative content as in 

Study 1.  Instead of being read by participants, however, news reports were presented to 

them in the form of a video newscast.  The videos were created using actors for four 

different roles as well as a professional videographer who filmed and edited the videos.  

The videos included graphics in the style of the 1980s and all actors wore period clothing. 

Prejudice. Prejudice toward an outgroup was measured using a similar technique 

as Bushman and Bonacci (2004).  In their research on the effects of prejudiced attitudes 
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on discrimination toward Arab-Americans, they used a 55-item scale where 11 items 

were focused on prejudice toward each of five different ethnic groups (i.e., Arab-, 

African, European-, Hispanic, and Asian-Americans).  Responses ranged range from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree) on items including “It is wrong for Arab-

Americans and non-Arab-Americans to intermarry” and “If there are too many Arab-

Americans in America, our country will be less safe.” Because Americans strongly 

associate “Arabs” (over other ethnic groups) with acts of terror (Panagopoulos, 2006), 

making them the most situationally “relevant” outgroup, I included only the 11 Arab-

American items in my measure of prejudice.  

Government control. Eight specific items assessed the extent to which 

participants supported security measures such as renewal of the USA PATRIOT Act, 

expanded monitoring of e-mail, expanded monitoring of phone conversations, increasing 

the national defense budget, increasing the homeland security budget, allowing 

warrantless searches, strengthening border security, and allowing prolonged detention 

without trial on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly oppose) to 10 (strongly support).   

Additional measures. The anxiety measures as well as manipulation checks (of 

death thought accessibility and perceived control) were exactly the same for Study 2 as 

they were in Study 1.   

Results and Discussion 

Data from Study 2 was analyzed in a similar manner as in Study 1.  One change 

was that the within-subject variable of Policy in Study 1 became Threat Reduction 
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Strategy. A second change was that there was an additional level of Threat Condition.  

Whereas in Study 1, I contrasted a MS threat to No threat, for Study 2 I added a Control 

threat level and expected a MS (control) threat to produce a threat-congruent response by 

increasing prejudice (government control).  Finally, because my data was collected from 

two different sources, I included Population as an IV.  Thus, the overall design was 3 

(Threat Condition: no threat vs. control threat vs. MS threat) x 2 (Threat Reduction 

Strategy: prejudice vs. endorsement of government control) x 2 (Order: prejudice 

measure first vs. government control measure first) x 2 (Population: students vs. MTurk). 

The dependent measures were standardized prior to analysis to avoid potential 

problems resulting from the different dependent variable metrics.  As in Study 1, the 

primary analysis centered on whether there was a need-congruent threat reduction 

strategy.  I expected to find that those in the mortality threat condition would be 

significantly more likely than those in the control or no threat conditions to engage in 

prejudice as a threat reduction strategy.  In addition, I expected to find that those in the 

control threat condition would be significantly more likely than those in the mortality or 

no threat conditions to engage in endorsement of greater government control as a threat 

reduction strategy.  This would have been further evidence for the existence of need-

congruent threat reduction strategies.  Each subsequent analysis (e.g., of manipulation 

checks, of anxiety) was conceptually parallel to those reported in Study 1. 

Manipulation checks.  As in Study 1, death thought accessibility was measured 

simply by summing the number of times (out of 8) participants completed a word using a 
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death-related word versus a neutral word (M = 2.6, SD = 1.024).  Scores were then 

compared across the three levels of the Salient Threat independent variable (no threat, 

control threat, MS threat).  I expected to find that participants in the MS threat condition 

completed the word completion task with significantly more death-related words than 

participants in either the no threat or control threat conditions.  I found a marginally 

significant difference between conditions, F(2, 224) = 2.897, p = .057.  Contrasts 

revealed that there was a significant difference between the MS threat and No threat 

conditions (t(221) = 2.258, p = .025) such that the MS threat condition elicited 

significantly more death though accessibility (M = 2.807, SD = .981) than the No threat 

condition (M = 2.437, SD = 1.18).  In addition, there was a marginal difference between 

the MS threat and the Control threat conditions (t(221) = 1.778, p = .077) such that the 

MS threat condition elicited more death thought accessibility (M = 2.807, SD = .981) than 

the Control threat condition (M = 2.514, SD = .864).  There was, however, not a 

significant difference between the Control threat and No threat conditions (t(221) = .454, 

p = .65).  Thus, the death thought accessibility manipulation check suggested that the 

manipulation of mortality salience was successful.   

Personal control was assessed with two items that were combined into a personal 

control variable following an analysis of their intercorrelation (α = .530, M = 4.06, SD = 

1.072).  The personal control variable was compared across the three levels of the Threat 

Condition independent variable.  I expected to find that participants in the control threat 

conditions had significantly lower perceptions of personal control than participants in 
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either the no threat or immortality threat conditions.  I found that there was not a 

significant difference between conditions, F(2, 224) = 1.150, p = .319.   

These findings suggested a few possibilities: The first is that the manipulation of 

lack of control did not work.  Significant effects with the primary dependent variables as 

well as changes in anxiety level over time (discussed below), however, suggested that 

there was a significant impact of both the MS threat and Control threat videos.  The other 

possibility was that the manipulation checks were not significantly affected by threat 

condition because of when they took place during the experiment, following both threat 

reduction opportunities.   

Prejudice and Government Control. Prejudice was assessed with eleven items 

related to prejudice toward Arab-Americans.  The items were summed into a new 

variable of total prejudice (PrejTot) due to a strong intercorrelation (α = .957, M = 37.69, 

SD = 24.651).  The total prejudice variable scores were then converted into z-scores so 

that they could be more accurately compared to endorsement of government control 

scores.  Similarly, endorsement of government control was assessed with eight items 

related to the extent to which people endorsed government action directed at greater 

control.  These items were summed into a new variable of government control total 

(GovConTot) due to a strong intercorrelation (α = .866, M = 38.58, SD = 15.638).  As 

with prejudice, the government control total scores were then converted to z-scores.   

The initial analysis was a 3 (Threat Condition: MS threat vs. control threat vs. no 

threat) x 2 (Threat Reduction Strategy: prejudice vs. government control) x 2 (Order: 
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prejudice measure first vs. government control measure first) x 2 (Population: students 

vs. MTurk) mixed ANOVA with Threat Reduction Strategy as a within-subjects variable.   

The initial analysis yielded a significant main effect of Threat Condition (F(2, 

212) = 4.548, p < .05), a significant interaction of Threat Condition and Threat Reduction 

Strategy (F(2, 212) = 5.925, p < .01), and a significant interaction of Threat Reduction 

Strategy and Population (F(1, 212) = 6.99, p < .01). 

The main effect of threat condition showed that overall threat reduction was very 

similar for those in the MS threat condition (M = .118, SD = 1.08) and Control threat 

condition (M = .126, SD = .969), but took place much less among those in the No threat 

condition (M = -.195, SD = 1.88).  The differences between the MS threat condition and 

the Control threat condition were not significant (t(221) = -.057, p > .05), but the 

differences between the MS threat and No threat conditions (t(221) = 2.413, p < .05) as 

well as between the Control and No threat conditions (t(221) = 2.371, p < .05) were 

significant.   
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Figure 4. Interaction of Threat Condition by Threat Reduction Strategy 

 I decomposed the Threat Condition by Threat Reduction Strategy interaction 

using simple effects testing.  There was a significant difference between the two types of 

Threat Reduction Strategies among participants in the MS threat condition (F (1, 221) = 

6.139, p < .05) such that participants were significantly more likely to use prejudice (M = 

.2824, SD = 1.126) rather than government control (M = -.0461, SD = 1.034) as a threat 

reduction strategy, a marginally significant difference between the two types of Threat 

Reduction Strategies among participants in the Control threat condition (F (1, 221) = 

3.421, p = .066) such that participants tended to rely upon government control (M = 

.2591, SD = 1.028) rather than prejudice (M = -.008, SD = .909) as a threat reduction 

strategy, and no significant difference in threat reduction strategies among participants in 

the No threat condition (F(1, 221) = .044, p = .84).   
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In order to look at specific threat reduction strategies across threat conditions, I 

conducted two one-way ANOVAs looking at each dependent variable separately.  I found 

that levels of prejudice were significantly different across threat conditions (F(2, 224) = 

4.839, p < .01).  Pairwise comparisons showed significantly higher amounts of prejudice 

in the MS threat condition (M = .2824, SD = 1.126) than in the No threat condition (M = -

.2098, SD = .888; t(221) = 3.079, p = .002) and marginally higher amounts of prejudice 

in the MS threat condition (M = .2824, SD = 1.126) than in the Control threat condition 

(M = -.008, SD = .909; t(221) = 1.809, p = .072), but not a significant difference in 

prejudice between the Control threat (M = -.008, SD = .909) and No threat condition (M = 

-.2098, SD = .888); t(221) = 1.212, p = .227).   In addition, I found that levels of 

government control were significantly different across threat conditions (F(2, 224) = 

3.447, p < .05).  Pairwise comparisons showed significantly higher amounts of 

government control in the Control threat condition (M = .2591, SD = 1.028) than in the 

No threat condition (M = -.1798, SD = .993; t(221) = 2.557, p = .011) and marginally 

higher amounts of government control in the Control threat condition (M = .2591, SD = 

1.028) than in the MS threat condition (M = -.0461, SD = 1.034; t(221) = -1.845, p = 

.066), but not a significant difference in government control between the MS threat 

condition (M = -.0461, SD = 1.034) and the No threat condition (M = -.1798, SD = .993; 

t(221) = .811, p = .418).  
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Figure 5. Interaction of Threat Reduction Strategy by Population 

I then decomposed the Threat Reduction Strategy by Population interaction using 

simple effects tests.  Looking at amount of endorsement of government control across 

levels of Population (students vs. MTurk), I found a significant difference (F (1, 222) = 

6.27, p < .05) such that students endorsed government control (M = .1627, SD = .89) 

significantly more than MTurk participants (M = -.1728, SD = 1.15).  There was not a 

significant difference in prejudice between students and MTurk participants (F (1, 222) = 

.081, p = .777).  Looking at this another way, among students there was not a significant 

difference between the type of threat reduction strategy they engaged in (F (1, 222) = 1.7, 

p = .194), but there was a marginally significant difference between the type of threat 

reduction strategy that MTurk participants engaged in (F (1, 222) = 3.685, p = .056) such 

that MTurk participants were less likely to endorse government control (M = -.1728, SD 

= 1.15) than prejudice (M = .0562, SD = .999).   
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One possible explanation for the students’ greater endorsement of government 

control (especially given that it had to do with stronger defense / law-and-order) was that 

the students were more politically conservative than the MTurk participants.  To examine 

this posibility, I calculated a new variable of total political conservatism (ConTot) by 

subtracting their stated level of political liberalism (Pol4_1) from their stated level of 

political conservatism (Pol3_1) and then conducted an ANOVA looking at differences in 

total political conservatism across levels of Population.  I found a significant difference in 

political conservatism between levels of Population (F(1, 223) = 16.608, p < .001) such 

that students were significantly higher in political conservatism (M = .7667, SD = 4.59) 

than were MTurk participants (M = -1.884, SD = 5.119).  However, when I included total 

political conservatism as a covariate in the Threat Reduction Strategy by Population 

interaction, there was not a significant interaction of Threat Reduction Strategy and 

ConTot (F(1, 220) = .414, p = .521)
3
. 

Another way to examine threat reduction in these data was to compare congruent 

and incongruent threat reduction strategies among people in the MS and Control threat 

conditions.  To examine this, I created two new variables – a threat congruent DV (e.g., 

prejudice among people in the MS condition) and a threat-incongruent DV (e.g., 

prejudice among people in the control threat conditon). I then submitted these new 

variables to a Threat Congruence (congruent vs. incongruent DV) x Threat (MS vs. 

                                                           
3
 A covariate interaction is described as the most appropriate way to examine the effects of a possible 

covariate when using ANOVA (if IVs are dichotomized) according to Hull, Tedlie, and Lehn (1992). 
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Control threat) x Order (Congruent vs. Incongruent Policy first) mixed ANOVA, with 

Threat Congruence as a within-subjects variable.  This analysis revealed only a main 

effect of Threat Congruence (F(1, 149) = 10.842, p = .001) such that when the DV being 

measured was congruent with the threat (e.g., prejudice following MS threat), there was a 

significantly higher quantity of the threat-congruent DV (threat-congruent threat 

reduction; M = .272, SD = 1.079) than of the threat-incongruent DV (threat-incongruent 

threat reduction; M = -.029, SD = .976).  These effects were not qualified by threat type 

or order (Fs < 2.4, ps > .1).   

These findings demonstrated that it is possible for video media to induce different 

types of threat, making one or another type more or less salient.  Partial evidence further 

demonstrated that people have a tendency to prefer threat-congruent threat reduction 

strategies.  When a person is experiencing a MS threat, they prefered to reduce this threat 

through an increase in prejudice as opposed to the more distally related threat reduction 

strategy of increasing endorsement of government control.  Additionally, a person 

experiening a Control threat had the tendency to prefer an increase in government control 

over the more distally related threat reduction strategy of increasing prejudice.   

Anxiety.  Prejudice and government control were used as operationalizations of 

threat reduction.  A potentially more direct method of assessing threat reduction took 

place through a measurement of anxiety at three different points in time (immediately 

following a watching of the news video, immediately following the first threat reduction 

opportunity, and immediately following the second threat reduction opportunity).   
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A one-way ANOVA was conducted of Anxiety Time 1 (i.e., immediately after the 

threat induction) across the three Threat Conditions.  The overall ANOVA was 

significant (F(2, 224) = 3.185, p < .05) with anxiety being highest following the MS 

threat news video (M = 1.81, SD = .788), followed by anxiety after the Control threat 

news video (M = 1.79, SD = .883), and then anxiety after the No threat news video (M = 

1.51, SD = .734).  Contrasts revealed a significant difference in anxiety at time 1 between 

the MS threat and No threat conditions (t(221) = 2.313, p = .022), and between the 

Control threat and No threat conditions (t(221) = 2.061, p = .04), but not between the MS 

threat and Control threat conditions (t(221) = .165, p = .869).  This provided additional 

evidence that both the MS news video as well as the Control news video induced threat 

significantly more than the No threat news video.   

I then created the within-subjects variable SeriesAnxiety with three levels (the 

three anxiety time points).  I ran a Threat Condition x Order x SeriesAnxiety (as a within-

subject variable) ANOVA which yielded a significant main effect of SeriesAnxiety (F(1, 

218) = 83.857, p < .001) where anxiety decreased from Time 1 (M = 1.71, SD = .811) to 

Time 2 (M = 1.31, SD = .545) to Time 3 (M = 1.27, SD = .518), as well as a 2-way 

interaction of Threat Condition x SeriesAnxiety (F(2, 218) = 8.823, p < .001). 



Texas Tech University, Cory Davenport, May 2013 

 

40 

 

  

Figure 6. Interaction of Threat Condition by SeriesAnxiety 

Although anxiety on average tended to be lower over time, patterns in anxiety 

reduction were most similar among participants in the MS threat and Control threat 

conditions where there was a larger threat reduction from Time 1 to Time 2 than there 

was for people in the No threat condition.  Looking just at Anxiety Time 1, there was a 

significant difference across conditions (F(2, 224) = 3.185, p = .028).  Participants in the 

MS threat condition (M = 2.08, SD = .698) were significantly more anxious than 

participants in the No threat condition (M = 1.782, SD = .932, t(221) = 2.313, p = .022), 

but not significantly more anxious than participants in the Control threat condition (M = 

1.79, SD = .883; t(221) = .165, p = .869) and participants in the Control threat condition 

(M = 1.79, SD = .883) were significantly more anxious than participants in the No threat 

condition (M = 1.51, SD = .734; t(221) = 2.061, p = .04).  When I looked at Anxiety Time 

2 (F(2, 224) = .537, p = .585) and Time 3 (F(2, 224) = .966, p = .382), however, these 

differences across levels of threat condition went away.   
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Looking at it another way, I examined differences in anxiety over time for each of 

the threat conditions.  In the MS threat condition, there was significant change over time 

(F(2, 164) = 45.347, p < .001), from Time 1 to Time 2 (t(82) = 6.857, p < .001), from 

Time 1 to Time 3 (t(82) = 6.869, p < .001), and from Time 2 to Time 3 (t(82) = 2.038, p 

= .045).  In the Control threat condition, there was significant change over time (F(2, 

138) = 35.504, p < .001), from Time 1 to Time 2 (t(69) = 6.217, p < .001), from Time 1 

to Time 3 (t(69) = 6.013, p < .001), and from Time 2 to Time 3 (t(69) = 2.045, p = .045.  

Finally, in the No threat condition, there was significant change over time (F(2, 140) = 

7.086, p < .01), from Time 1 to Time 2 (t(70) = 2.599, p = .011), from Time 1 to Time 3 

(t(70) = 2.811, p < .01), but not from Time 2 to Time 3 (t(70) = 1.424, p = .159).   

Although anxiety decreased somewhat over time regardless of threat condition, 

anxiety started out significantly higher in both the MS and Control threat conditions than 

in the No threat condition and decreased more over time in the MS and Control threat 

conditions than in the No threat condition.  This provided additional evidence that the 

threat inductions worked and that there was threat reduction taking place through 

increases in prejudice and government control.   

Mediation. To better understand the process by which threat reduction was taking 

place, I conducted eight mediation analyses using Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) 

INDIRECT macro for SPSS.  Each of these analyses offered different comparisons that 

might have lent insight into the proposed processes. I examined the two different threat 

reduction opportunities (i.e., prejudice or governmental control) in separate analyses.  For 
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each proposed mediator, I compared the congruent threat (e.g., Control Threat for 

government control) with the no-threat condition (examined the effect of a congruent 

threat) and with the incongruent threat condition (examined the specificity of threat 

reduction), and with the composite of both conditions (took advantage of full sample 

size).  Finally, I compared the incongruent threat (e.g., MS with governmental control) 

with the no threat condition to examine potential generality of threat reduction (see Table 

1).    

Anxiety Change (ΔAnx) was calculated as follows:  When the government control 

DV came first (among the two primary DVs measured), ΔAnx = Anxiety Time 1 – 

Anxiety Time 2.  When the prejudice DV came first, ΔAnx = Anxiety Time 2 – Anxiety 

Time 3.  I first conducted mediation analyses of a simple mediation model where 

endorsement of government control was the proposed mediator (i.e., Threat Condition  

Government Control  ΔAnx).  Comparing Control (congruent) threat and No threat levels, 

there was a significant indirect effect (but not a significant total effect) through Government 

Control (estimate = .0744, boot-SE = .074, CI: .021, .161).
4
  Comparing Control threat and 

MS (incongruent) threat levels, there was a significant indirect effect (but not a significant 

total effect) through Government Control (estimate = .058, boot-SE = .059, CI: .0016, .1412).  

Comparing Control threat and both other conditions (combined), there was a significant 

indirect effect (but not a significant total effect) through Government Control (estimate = 

                                                           
4
 Note that significant and interpretable indirect effects can exist in the absence of a significant total effect 

and regardless of the significance of a direct effect (see Hayes, 2009).   
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.063, boot-SE = .063, CI: .016, .134).  Although these analyses did not support mediation (as 

per Baron and Kenny, 1986), the significant indirect effects, that appear to be specific to the 

Control threat condition, were consistent with the proposed processes.   

I next conducted mediation analyses where prejudice was the proposed mediator (i.e., 

Threat Condition  Prejudice  ΔAnx).  Comparing MS (congruent) threat and No threat, 

when the mediator was taken into account, the direct effect of Threat Condition was 

eliminated (b = .1240, SE = .0693), t(154) = 1.79, p = .076, and there was a significant 

indirect effect through Prejudice (estimate = .0968, boot-SE = .098, CI: .0324, .2034), 

consistent with full mediation.  This provided evidence that, at least with respect to MS 

threat reduction, a change in anxiety was caused by threat reduction through a threat-

congruent threat reduction opportunity.  Comparing MS threat and other threat conditions 

(combined), there was a significant indirect effect (but not a significant total effect) 

through Prejudice (estimate = .0793, boot-SE = .0807, CI: .0244, .1672).  None of the 

other analyses met the criteria for significant mediation or indirect effects.  

 The significant indirect effects (and mediation in the case of prejudice) when a 

congruent threat (e.g., Control Threat for government control) was compared to the No 

Threat condition as well as when it was compared to a composite of the other threat 

conditions provides evidence for the specificity of threat reduction.  In addition, the 

absence of an indirect effect when I compared the incongruent threat (e.g., MS with 

governmental control) with the no threat condition, demonstrated some lack of support 

for the generality of threat reduction. 
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Table 1. Study 2 Mediation Analyses predicting change in anxiety.   

Proposed 
mediator 

Threat 
Comparison 

(IV) 

a-path 
(SE) 

b-path 
(SE) 

c'-path 
(SE) 

c-path 
(SE) 

Indirect Effect  
boot est. (CI) 

Government 
Control 

Control vs.  
No 

.439 
(.170) *

 
.170 

(.036) *
 

.056 
(.075) 

.130 
(.078) 

.074 
(.021, .161) 

 
Government 

Control 
Control vs.  
All others 

.367 
(.147)* 

.172 
(.032)* 

-.034 
(.071) 

.029 
(.074) 

.063 
(.016, .134) 

 
Government 

Control 
Control vs.  

MS 
.305 

(.167) 
.191 

(.041)* 
-.117 
(.085) 

-.058 
(.090) 

 

.059 
(.002, .141) 

 
Government 

Control 
MS vs.  

No 
.134 

(.164) 
.143 

(.039)* 
.170 

(.078)* 
.189 

(.081)* 
.019 

(-.023, .085) 
 

Prejudice MS vs.  
No 

.492 
(.165)* 

.197 
(.033)* 

.124 
(.069) 

.221 
(.075)* 

.098 
(.032, .203) 

 
Prejudice MS vs.  

All others 
.392 

(.137)* 
.202 

(.031)* 
.021 

(.065) 
.100 

(.069) 
.081 

(.024, .167) 
 

Prejudice MS vs.  
Control 

.290 
(.168) 

.248 
(.039)* 

-.095 
(.082) 

-.023 
(.091) 

.072 
(-.003, .180) 

 
Prejudice Control vs.  

No 
.202 

(.151) 
.118 

(.040)* 
.220 

(.072)* 
.244 

(.074)* 
.024 

(-.007, .077) 
*
estimate is significant at p < .05.  CI in bold do not contain 0, consistent with a significant indirect effect. 

 

In sum, Study 2 built on Study 1 in a number of ways.  First, the analyses on the 

primary dependent measures demonstrated that people preferred to resolve threats in 

ways that were psychologically congruent with the specific need that was threatened.  In 

this study I demonstrated this effect on two distinct psychological needs – immortality 

and control – stemming from a single event, framed to threaten one need versus the other.  

In addition, the pattern of indirect effects was consistent with this account, as 

endorsement of congruent threat-reduction opportunities predicted anxiety reduction.   
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Although these findings spoke to the specificity of threat reduction, there was 

some weaker support for more general threat reduction.  Specifically, there was a 

tendency for people who were threatened to endorse psychologically incongruent threat-

reduction opportunities (e.g., prejudice among people in the control threat condition) to a 

greater extent than people who were not threatened.   The meaning of this effect is 

somewhat unclear.  It was possible, as noted, that this spoke to the generality of threat 

reduction.  However, other possibilities exist.  Notably, it was possible that the dependent 

measures satisfied the incongruent need (e.g., if participants viewed the increased 

surveillance as targeting outgroup members, it could have increased perceptions that 

one’s own group was superior, thus satisfying immortality needs).  Because of 

possibilities like this, stronger inferences can be made about the threat-congruent effects 

than the threat-incongruent effects.  
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CHAPTER IV 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 I conducted this research hoping to bring some clarity to the process by which 

existential threat reduction takes place.  Specifically, I wanted to determine whether the 

media could elicit different types of existential threat, whether threat-congruent threat 

reduction was preferred, and how people would respond to multiple threat reduction 

opportunities presented in sequence. In what follows, I address the findings from Study 1 

and Study 2 as they relate to each of these three topical areas.  

 Media Influence  

Both studies demonstrated the ability of the media to make a specific type of 

existential threat most salient.  In Study 1, media was in the form of a written news story 

and demonstrated that a news story framed in terms of death produced greater preference 

for immortality-restoring policies, congruent with the notion that such framing threatened 

participants’ mortality. In Study 2, media was in the form of a video broadcast and threat-

specific threat reduction occurred under both the MS and Control threat conditions.   

These findings are important for a few different reasons.  First, they provide 

evidence in support of the theory that there are distinct types of existential threat.  I 

address this issue further in a section below.  Second, they demonstrate that the media is 

capable of inducing threat (and of being an antecedent to threat reduction).  Finally, they 

demonstrate that the media can shape which threat type is most salient, even in situations 
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where multiple types of threat are present simultaneously (e.g., with either need for 

immortality or need for control being more salient following an act of terror).   

In addition to determining which need media consumers experience as threatened, 

the media might also play a role in determining people’s responses.  For example, by 

framing certain activities in terms of a specific threat reduction strategy, people might be 

more likely to employ that particular strategy (e.g., donating blood following an act of 

terror to allow yourself to symbolically, and members of your ingroup to literally, live 

on). 

Threat-Congruent Threat Reduction and  

Multiple Threat Reduction Opportunities 

 

Both studies presented evidence that people prefer a threat-congruent threat 

reduction strategy.  In Study 1, people preferred a policy geared toward reducing MS 

threat significantly more than a policy reducing Control threat, but only after 

experiencing a MS threat.  In addition, people had a higher amount of anxiety following 

the MS threat than No threat and had a greater reduction in that anxiety following a threat 

reduction opportunity.  In Study 2, people showed a preference (through higher scores) 

for threat-congruent threat reduction strategies.  When a person was under MS threat, 

they tended to reduce this threat primarily through an increase in prejudice.  When a 

person was under Control threat, they tended to reduce this threat through an increase in 

endorsement of government control.  And, when a person was under No threat, there was 

not a significant difference between their threat reduction strategies.   
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These findings demonstrate unique consequences (different threat reduction 

strategies) following induction of different types of threat.  As is often the case in 

experimental social psychology, when unique antecedents and consequences are 

identified for two constructs, it provides evidence in support of the two constructs being 

distinct from one another.  While it might be the case that people will think and behave 

exactly the same following threats to need for immortality and need for control, the 

possibility of people engaging in very different thoughts and behaviors has been 

demonstrated as well.   

People also reduced some threat (though to a lesser extent than when using threat-

congruent threat reduction strategies) using threat-incongruent strategies.  This is 

evidenced by a reduction in anxiety following threat-incongruent threat reduction 

opportunities, and by a slight preference for threat-incongruent policies in the threat 

conditions, compared with the control conditions.  This finding suggests a few things: 

First, people are highly motivated to reduce existential threat.  Second, people might be 

able to reduce some of their experience of threat using a wide variety of different threat 

reduction strategies.  Third, threat continues to be reduced following a series of threat 

reduction opportunities.  While a majority of threat is reduced following the first threat 

reduction opportunity, people will still continue to experience some threat and may 

reduce this threat through subsequent threat reduction opportunities.  Finally, people 

prefer threat-congruent threat reduction strategies.  Just because a person is presented an 

initial threat reduction opportunity, they may not rely on this opportunity to reduce a 
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majority of their experienced threat unless it is congruent with the threat they are 

experiencing.   

Congruence with Major Theories of Existential Threat Reduction 

There are three dominant lines of research on the specificity of existential threats 

and their reduction.  The first line of research argues that there is one superordinate 

existential need (e.g., Proulx & Heine, 2006).  The second line of research argues either 

that there are multiple existential needs or that there are distinct manifestations of a 

superordinate existential need, each with unique antecedents and consequences (e.g., 

Shepherd, et al., 2011).  The third line of research argues that existential threat reduction 

is better understood as one form of expectancy violation where cognitive discomfort (in 

this case, the experience of threat or anxiety) is reduced through processes such as 

assimilation, affirmation, and accommodation (e.g., Proulx et al., 2012).   

The findings from Study 1 and 2 are very supportive of the theory that there are 

multiple existential needs and, at least occasionally, different threat reduction strategies 

for those different existential needs.  If there were just one superordinate need, we would 

not have seen the specificity of threat reduction (i.e., threat-congruent threat reduction).  

Instead, people should have reduced threat in similar ways (e.g., increasing prejudice to a 

similar extent) regardless of threat condition.  In addition, if the superordinate existential 

need theory were true, I would expect to see an effect of Order such that a first-presented 

threat-reduction opportunity (regardless of threat-congruence) would be used to a 

significantly greater extent than subsequent threat reduction opportunities.  There was 
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neither a main effect nor an interaction of any IV(s) with Order in either study, further 

suggesting that threat-congruence was a much more important factor in threat reduction 

than the order in which threat reduction opportunities occurred.   

These findings also do not contradict the theory of the third camp which looks at 

existential threat reduction as one form of expectancy violation.  While I chose to 

examine the specific process of existential threat reduction, it might be very appropriate 

to look at threat reduction through a more macro lens (i.e., as just one form of expectancy 

violation), focusing on assimilation, affirmation, and accommodation as types of threat 

reduction instead of threat-congruence or threat-incongruence.   

Future Directions 

While research on existential threat and threat reduction overall is ubiquitous, 

there are a number of areas where more research is needed.  For example, there is little 

research on the specificity of threat reduction strategies.  Under what specific conditions 

will we see different threat reduction strategies employed?  Is there such a thing as an 

optimal threat reduction strategy?  Because of how consequential people’s threat 

reduction behaviors can be (e.g., working to help grieving families, physically attacking 

outgroup members), it is important that we get a good idea of how people will respond 

based upon the specific threat they are experiencing and threat reduction opportunities 

they are presented.   

Along with examining the conditions under which specific threat reduction 

strategies are used, future research should also examine the cognitive any physiological 
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process of threat reduction.  For example, what is threat?  Is it an experience of fear, 

anxiety, general discomfort, a combination of these, or something else?  Is threat always 

a byproduct of psychological inconsistency or can it occur independent of a 

psychological inconsistency antecedent?  Use of physiological measures in threat 

reduction research could provide new insights as to what the experience of threat is and 

how threat reduction takes place.   

Threat reduction is an area that could benefit tremendously from more applied 

research.  First, it presents an opportunity to examine the generalizability of lab research 

findings.  Second, the experience of threat and attempt to reduce threat are commonplace 

in the “real world.”  Because of this, there are many opportunities to examine how people 

actually respond to threatening situations/events.   

A very understudied area of threat reduction is how it works over time.  Over 

what period of time does threat reduction take place?  Will the experience of threat go 

away given enough time (but no specific threat reduction opportunities)?  Can a person’s 

experience of threat be reduced lower than pre-threat levels?  What variables (e.g., social 

interaction) moderate threat reduction and how? 

Finally, it should be a priority of researchers to examine threat across other social 

psychological areas.  How does the experience of threat shape our attitudes, opinions, 

self-view, goals, etc.?  And, what other factors shape our experience of threat (e.g., 

primes, personality traits, attribution processes)?   
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Whether this process is termed existential threat reduction or expectancy 

violation, it involves a perception, an experience of discomfort, and the goal to reduce the 

discomfort.  Given the consequential nature of the strategies we sometimes employ to 

reduce this discomfort, and given our limited understanding of the specifics of this 

discomfort reduction process, continued research in this area is much needed.   

 

.   
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APPENDIX A 

EXTENDED LITERATURE REVIEW 

What is the role of the media in shaping people’s responses to acts of terror?  This 

is the overriding question driving this research.  Acts of terror are threatening to people in 

many different ways.  One especially important form of threat is to our psychological 

needs (e.g., need for personal control over outcomes in our lives, need for actual or 

symbolic immortality).  When an event threatens multiple needs simultaneously, as an act 

of terror can, I predict that media framing can determine (by making most salient) which 

need people experience as threatened.  For example, news coverage highlighting death as 

a result of an act of terror would undermine immortality needs, whereas coverage 

highlighting the unpredictability of the attack would undermine control needs.  These 

threatened needs then lead to unique downstream consequences. I begin with evidence 

that acts of terror cause different emotions, thoughts, and behaviors and that among these 

are different experiences of threat. 

Responses to Terror 

Most of us recall scenes of tremendous violence when we see or hear anything 

that brings to mind acts of terror like September 11
th

, the 1972 Summer Olympics, or the 

Beslan school hostage crisis.  As with any act of violence, the impact on people’s 

feelings, thoughts, and behavior extends well beyond the immediate victims.  Thinking 

about an act of terror can elicit feelings of fear (Silver, Holman, McIntosh, Poulin, & Gil-

Rivas, 2002), anger (Skitka, Bauman, & Mullen, 2004), and anxiety (Dunkel, 2002).  It 
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can also alter the way we think about the world around us (e.g., altered risk assessments; 

Fischoff, Gonzalez, Lerner, & Small, 2005) as well as how we behave (e.g., what policies 

we endorse; Lerner, Gonzales, Small, & Fischoff, 2003).   

These thoughts and behaviors may be very consequential.  For instance, although 

many people respond to acts of terror in a pro-social and productive manner by 

cooperating with others more and helping one another (New York Times, 23 September 

2001), many others respond with anti-social or unproductive behaviors.  These behaviors 

include violent acts against people perceived to be of Middle Eastern origin (Swahn, 

Mahendra, Paulozzi, Winston, Shelley, Taliano, Frazier & Saul, 2003), an increase in 

likelihood of ignoring police and public health communications (Boscarino, Figley & 

Adams, 2003), and an increase in the likelihood of engaging in risky and unhealthy 

behavior (Gray & Ropeik, 2002).   Many factors are likely responsible for the diversity of 

responses to an act of terror.  The current research seeks to investigate one of these: threat 

to people’s different psychological needs. 

Threat and Psychological Inconsistency 

Oxford Dictionaries Online (2012) defines threat as “a person or thing likely to 

cause damage or danger.”  In a psychological context, we are most concerned with threat 

as a cognition.  In its capacity as a cognition, a threat is a perception of future harm 

coming to us or to others we identify highly with (e.g., close friends, groups we are a 

member of).  Perceived threat is thought to consist of two parts, susceptibility to threat 

(i.e., the extent to which one feels at risk) and severity of threat (i.e., how intense we 
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expect the threat to be; Witte & Allen, 2000).  This threat perception is in many ways a 

perception of a violation of our expectations about how we think the world works (or 

ought to work).  An experience of threat is associated with high arousal and with an 

increase in emotions such as fear and anxiety.  Perceived threat is then an antecedent to 

thoughts and behaviors focused on avoiding harm and / or reducing anxiety.  Anxiety 

reducing processes are not unique consequences of threat perception, however.  We 

experience anxiety for a number of reasons, and when we do we typically seek to reduce 

that anxiety.  What follows is a brief description of some of these other more prominent 

causes of anxiety. 

Cognitive Dissonance 

 One of the most ubiquitous theories in social psychology is Cognitive Dissonance 

Theory (Festinger, 1957) which posits that when we have two conflicting cognitions (or a 

thought that conflicts with our behavior), we will experience anxiety, which we then are 

motivated to try and reduce.  Among these anxiety reducing strategies are changing one 

of the conflicting cognitions, changing our behavior, and justifying maintaining our 

thought(s) or behavior.   

 One of the more common real world examples of dissonance is when a person 

engages in unhealthy behaviors that they know to be unhealthy.  Here, their behavior 

conflicts with their presumed desire to stay healthy and alive.  As a result, they 

experience anxiety that they seek to reduce.  They might reduce this anxiety by bringing 

their behavior to be more in line with their thoughts (i.e., engaging in healthier 
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behaviors).  They might reduce this anxiety by bringing their thoughts to be more in line 

with their behaviors (i.e., coming to believe that their behaviors will not actually lead to 

negative health consequences).  Or, they may reduce this anxiety by coming up with 

some excuse to continue on with their conflicting thoughts and behaviors (e.g., believing 

that their behaviors are unhealthy but that they are unlikely to experience seriously 

negative health consequences from continuing to engage in them, believing that their 

immediate goal to be happy takes precedence over their long-term goal to be healthy).   

Perceptual Inconsistency 

 Before we can process information from our environment, we first need to engage 

in a process of perception; our senses need to give us information.  Sometimes this 

perception process leads us to incorrect information (e.g., perceiving something that is 

not actually there) and sometimes what we perceive is in conflict with how we believe 

the world works (e.g., seeing a magician fly through the air).  If we see a magician fly 

through the air, but we know that humans cannot fly, we now have conflicting cognitions 

and the potential for anxiety.  We know how the world is supposed to work, but our 

perceptions are providing us with a violation of that expectation.  When we witness a 

magic trick, we can reduce this anxiety by telling ourselves that it is only a trick and not 

reality.  When it comes to other perceptual inconsistencies, however, anxiety reduction 

may not come so easily. 

  As a demonstration of this, Bruner and Postman (1949) conducted an experiment 

where participants were shown playing cards that were either unaltered or that had the 
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wrong color (e.g., the cards were black instead of red).  The researchers describe 

participants exposed to the wrong colored cards as experiencing ‘acute personal distress.’  

They went on to describe the two primary ways in which participants dealt with this 

distress.  Some of the participants (especially when cards were presented to them for a 

very short period of time) described the wrongly colored cards as having a color in line 

with their expectations (e.g., they described a four of hearts as being red when it was 

actually black).  Other participants recognized the wrongly colored cards and realized 

they were being tricked.  In the first case, participants altered their perception of a 

stimulus and in the second they searched for and found a plausible explanation for what 

they were perceiving.  In both cases, they did something to reduce the distress (anxiety) 

they were experiencing. 

Attitudinal Ambivalence 

 While we may think of a general attitude as an overall evaluation of some attitude 

object, it can be comprised of a number of more specific individual evaluations.  As an 

example, I may have a positive evaluation of a politician because they support some 

policy I also support, but at the same time I may have a negative evaluation of that 

politician because they also support some policy that I oppose.  Attitudinal ambivalence 

is the holding of a positive and negative evaluation of some attitude object at the same 

time (Kaplan, 1972).  Attitudinal ambivalence is considered an indicator of attitude 

strength (the degree to which an attitude is durable and impactful; Krosnick & Petty, 

1995), but one which generally functions differently than other attitude strength 
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indicators (e.g., extremity, certainty, confidence).  While a higher level of most indicators 

signifies increased attitude strength, a higher level of attitude ambivalence signifies lower 

attitude strength (Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992).   

 Attitudinal ambivalence, like cognitive dissonance, is an example of competing or 

conflicting cognitions that can lead to greater anxiety (Priester & Petty, 1996).  

Accordingly, one of the ways that people can lessen this anxiety is by changing one of 

their evaluations, to bring it more in line with the other(s).   

Along with the numerous factors that induce anxiety (e.g., perceived threat, 

cognitive dissonance, perceptual inconsistency, attitudinal ambivalence), people also 

have a number of strategies available to them to try and reduce the anxiety.  One of these 

anxiety reduction strategies is worldview defense. 

Threat Reduction and Worldview Defense 

 The psychological literature provides evidence for numerous strategies that 

people use to reduce the anxiety caused by some threat, a number of which involve 

(cultural) worldview defense.  A cultural worldview (henceforth, just worldview) is a 

shared system of rules, values, and norms about the nature of the world (Arndt, 

Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Simon, 1997).  A shared worldview provides 

people with a basic structure from which their individual values and sense of meaning 

can be constructed (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006).  This worldview also informs people 

about what is right and wrong (deserving of reward or punishment).  Achieving the 

standards set by the worldview confers a sense of self-esteem, which buffers against 
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anxiety.  When our worldview is threatened (even in circumstances where we are not 

explicitly aware this threat exists), we engage in thoughts and actions to reduce our 

current state of anxiety.  Oftentimes, this includes defending certain aspects of our 

worldview (e.g., that one’s ingroup is superior to an outgroup).   

When it comes to explaining the mechanism underlying threat reduction 

(including worldview defense) there are three overarching theories.  First, some 

researchers claim there is one superordinate existential motivation that guides all of our 

threat reduction strategies.  Advocates of Terror Management Theory and the Meaning 

Maintenance Model both make this claim (though with distinct dominant motivations 

from one another—need for immortality and need for meaning, respectively).  These 

researchers make a claim about a superordinate existential motivation because threats to 

different psychological needs sometimes elicit similar responses (e.g., threats to different 

types of existential motivation have been shown to yield the worldview defense response 

of increasing religious convictions; Kay et al., 2008; Jonas & Fischer, 2006; Hogg, 

Adelman, & Blaff, 2010), although often for different reasons (e.g., because religions 

offer both literal immortality and a sense of control or order in the world).   

Second, some researchers argue that threats to different existential motivations 

elicit responses that are specific to the threat.  For example, when immortality needs are 

most salient, a person may engage in threat reduction strategies that would be different 

from the strategies used had another need been most salient (e.g., need for control).  If a 

person’s response looks similar when different needs are threatened, this only occurs 
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because observers are looking at the generality and not the specificity of responses.  As 

an example, people may respond with the same general behavior (e.g., spending money), 

but the person with the more salient control threat will be more likely to spend money on 

something that enhances control (e.g., purchasing a handgun) and a person with a more 

salient immortality threat will be more likely to spend money on something that enhances 

(symbolic) immortality (e.g., donating to become a charter member of a new Center at 

the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace).   

These researchers do not argue against the existence of a superordinate existential 

motivation per se, nor do they argue that threats to different needs could produce the 

same threat reduction strategy.  Their argument is that, in at least some instances, threats 

to different needs will result in different threat reduction strategies.  The theory behind 

this argument is that a threat will be most successfully reduced through a threat-

congruent strategy.  If this primary strategy is not possible, people will then be forced 

into choosing less optimal strategies.   Shepherd, Kay, Landau, and Keefer (2011) 

conducted an experiment that provided evidence for this theory.  They assigned 

participants to either a control or mortality salience condition and then looked at whether 

the participants then had a preference for either a political candidate who restored a sense 

of control or a political candidate who restored a sense of (symbolic) immortality.  They 

found that participants who had been in the control threat condition preferred the control 

restoring candidate significantly more than the immortality restoring candidate and the 

participants who had been in the mortality salience condition preferred the immortality 
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restoring candidate significantly more than the control restoring candidate.  This study 

provides evidence that, in at least some situations, the specific type of threat helps 

determine the response that follows.   

Finally, some researchers argue that the two previously-mentioned theories 

represent a false dichotomy (Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012).  Proulx and 

colleagues take the notion of a single superordinate psychological motivation to an 

extreme in claiming that all forms of psychological inconsistency (e.g., psychological 

threat, cognitive dissonance, perceptual inconsistency, worldview violations, attitudinal 

ambivalence) are essentially the same basic process—they are all expectancy violations 

that bring about anxiety and a motivation to reduce that anxiety.  They further claim, 

however, that people engage in different types of anxiety reduction (e.g., assimilation, 

affirmation, accommodation) and that it might be the case that people prefer threat 

congruent anxiety reduction strategies over less-congruent or distally related anxiety 

reduction strategies.   

In line with the latter two theories, I believe that framing a complex event, like a 

terrorist attack, in terms of different threats (threat to need for control vs. threat to need 

for immortality) can lead people to pursue different threat reduction thoughts and 

behavior.   In other words, someone who has their sense of control threatened by a 

terrorist attack will think and behave differently that someone who has their sense of 

immortality threatened by a terrorist attack.   



Texas Tech University, Cory Davenport, May 2013 

 

70 

 

The basic idea that different types of threat can produce different thought and 

behavior responses is not new.  Importantly, threats need not even be directed at our 

worldviews directly in order to elicit worldview defense strategies.  Threats directed 

toward various psychological needs (e.g., need for control, need for [literal or symbolic] 

immortality) tend to produce anxiety which can be relieved by engaging in worldview 

defense thoughts and behavior (Rutjens & Loseman, 2010; Holbrook, Sousa, & Hahn-

Holbrook, 2011; Shepherd, Kay, Landau, & Keefer, 2011).  Different theories or models 

are associated with each of these distinct existential and psychological needs.  Next, I 

describe key features of two theories which postulate different motivations that form the 

basis of my predictions. 

Compensatory Control Model 

The compensatory control model (CCM) suggests that people have a need for 

personal control (belief that one can personally predict, affect, and steer events in the 

present and future) and that when there is a threat to a person’s perceived level of control, 

they will experience anxiety and discomfort (Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009).  

People are motivated to reduce this anxiety and discomfort, primarily by attempting to 

compensate for the personal lack of control.  Research has demonstrated, however, that 

people can effectively compensate for lack of personal control by attributing control to 

something outside of the self.  

Kay et al., (2009) reviewed prior research that demonstrated a few such 

compensatory strategies: 1) Perceiving patterns (including illusory patterns).  Kay and 
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colleagues describe a study by Whitson and Galinsky (2008) in which a participant’s 

experience of lack of control led to an increase in their seeing images in meaningless 

static.  2) Developing superstitions or conspiracy theories.  Kay and colleagues describe a 

second study by Whitson and Galinsky (2008) in which a participant’s experience of lack 

of control led to a belief that random events were actually part of a cause-and-effect 

process.  This belief in a causal relationship (as opposed to a correlational or no 

relationship) led people to engage in superstitious rituals and endorse conspiracy theories.  

3) Increased support for governmental practices.  Kay and colleagues describe some of 

Kay’s previous research on the topic of governmental control.  As examples, one study 

demonstrated that lowering participants’ feelings of personal control results in increased 

support for current governmental practices (Kay, Gaucher, Napier, Callan, & Laurin, 

2008) whereas another study demonstrated that increasing participants’ feelings of 

personal control results in increased willingness to criticize the government (Shepherd & 

Kay, 2009).   

Other compensatory control strategies have been described in the literature as 

well.  Kay, Gaucher, McGregor, and Nash (2010) show that religious beliefs (e.g., 

increasing belief in a deity) can reduce the anxiety brought on by perceptions of having 

no control.  In addition, believing an enemy to have power over your life can reduce the 

anxiety brought on by perceptions of having no control.  In a series of studies, Sullivan, 

Landau, & Rothschild (2010) demonstrated that people develop a sense of victimhood 

when under conditions of low control.  Specifically, they attributed exaggerated influence 
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and conspiratorial power to those they saw as enemies.  These perceptions remove a 

sense of randomness from the environment and reduce the anxiety brought on by a lack 

of control.   

Terror Management Theory 

Terror management theory (TMT) suggests that people’s thoughts and behaviors 

are largely motivated by the fear of mortality and that we have a need for immortality 

(actual or symbolic).  In other words, the existential threat of our imminent death brings 

about anxiety and discomfort (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986; Solomon, 

Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991).  People are motivated to reduce this anxiety and may 

do so in different ways that promote literal or symbolic immortality.  

A number of articles describe the strategies people use to reduce the anxiety 

brought on by mortality salience.  When mortality is salient, we make judgments based 

upon our cultural worldview.  It has been found that when mortality is salient, people are 

both more likely to have a positive opinion of people who uphold cultural values and to 

have a negative opinion of people who violate cultural values (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, 

Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989) even to the point where we have aggression 

toward those who disparage our cultural worldviews (McGregor, Lieberman, Greenberg, 

Solomon, Arndt, Simon, & Pyszczynski, 1998).  This change in positivity or negativity is 

not just confined to those who specifically support or attack our cultural worldview, 

however.  Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Rosenblatt, Veeder, Kirkland, and Lyon 

(1990) demonstrated that mortality salience leads to greater positivity toward ingroups in 
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general and greater negativity toward outgroups in general, The anxiety caused by 

mortality salience can also be reduced in other ways, including by bolstering self-esteem 

(Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2003) or affirming religious beliefs (Jonas & 

Fischer, 2006).   

Separate Antecedents to and Forms of Threat Reduction 

  One article does an especially good job of making the argument that different 

threat types can lead to threat specific threat reduction strategies.  Shepherd et al., (2011) 

present five studies in support of this theory.  Across these studies, the authors threaten 

different pairings of existential needs (e.g., Study 1 threatens need for control and need 

for self-relevant certainty) and then examine the threat reduction strategies across 

different contexts (e.g., national culture, consumer preference, candidate preference).  

They conclude that people have a preference for direct (threat congruent) as opposed to 

distal (threat incongruent) threat reduction strategies.   

In each of the studies of Shepard et al. (2011), they manipulated the type of 

motivation-specific threat.  If the threat was of a more ambiguous nature where different 

needs are potentially present at the same time, however, how would people respond?  

Perhaps people’s responses would depend upon which type of threat was most salient at 

any given moment.  One especially powerful possible antecedent of what is most salient 

in our minds is stories in the media.  In what follows, I explore the possibility that an act 

of terror can threaten multiple needs simultaneously and that media framing can 

determine which needs are most salient and, thusly, seem most threatened.  Most 
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importantly, I will be exploring how this framing differentially impacts how people 

respond (i.e., think and behave) to a terrorist attack.   

The Evolutionary Psychology Explanation for Threat and Threat Reduction 

Evolutionary psychology suggests that much like with traditional biological 

evolution, generally adaptive changes take place over time within a species.  The 

evolutionary psychologist, however, extends this concept to internal psychological 

processes and mechanisms.  In other words, we think the way we do because it has been 

adaptive to do so over time for humankind.  Ultimately, people who possess the most 

adaptive or useful traits will be the ones most likely to pass these traits along through 

natural and sexual selection.   

One feature of these adaptations is that their consequences often extend beyond 

the original purpose for their formation.  For example, we might develop the experience 

of disgust in order to keep us away from things that are unclean or toxic (i.e., dangerous) 

only to have this experience of disgust occur in a socio-cultural context toward objects 

that do not pose any immediate physical harm (e.g., disgust toward homosexuality; Haidt, 

Rozin, Mccauley, & Imada, 1997).   

Another of these psychological adaptations is the experience of threat.  Threat is 

often defined as “a person or thing likely to cause damage or danger” (Oxford 

Dictionary).  In terms of this dissertation, threat is the psychological experience that 

accompanies a recognition of something that could cause damage or danger.  Those who 

are best able to recognize and appropriately respond to dangers are logically the most 
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likely to survive and pass along their genes through offspring.  Therefore, we have 

adapted psychological mechanisms that facilitate danger recognition and response.   

A number of psychological and physiological changes occur when we experience 

threat.  As examples, we experience emotional changes such as an increase in fear and 

anxiety (Higbee, 1969), increased attention to and faster response to environmental 

stimuli (Armony & Dolan, 2002), and general heightened physiological arousal (Blatz, 

1925).  Threats, however, might not be imminent and they very often do not even occur 

due to an expectation of physical harm.  As one example, we might experience 

psychological threat when we fear being negatively stereotyped (Cohen, Garcia, Purdie-

Vaughns, Apfel, & Brzustoski, 2009).  Other antecedents of psychological threat include 

the existential antecedents of mortality salience (Schmeichel, Gailliot, Filardo, 

McGregor, Gitter, & Baumeister, 2009) and lack of personal control (Rutjens, van der 

Pligt, & van Harreveld, 2010).   

 While self-preservation is an instinct that drives much of our thoughts and 

behaviors, humans are unique from other animals in that we are aware of our eventual 

death (van den Bos & Miedema, 2000).  This awareness, in turn, causes an experience of 

“terror.”  Awareness of our eventual death (mortality salience), then, is something that is 

threatening to us.  As with other threats, we are motivated to reduce the discomfort it 

causes.  A similar process occurs when we are aware of a lack of personal control.   

 Theories of existential threat describe a psychological process, much like disgust, 

that has a specific evolutionary origin (the ability to recognize and avoid imminent 
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dangers) but whose consequences affect our thoughts and behaviors in many, many ways 

beyond an imminent danger context.  The experience of threat has evolved to include 

causes like non-imminent dangers, harm beyond physical harm, and harm to others.   

Media Effects 

 The effect of mass media on peoples’ thoughts and behavior is well known 

(Bryant & Oliver, 2009).  These effects take place primarily through three actions—

framing, agenda setting, and priming (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).  Framing refers to 

how a story is defined or constructed.  It is sometimes described as the “angle” a news 

outlet has in its coverage.  Framing is important because how a story is framed 

determines how a person perceives and responds to that story (Nelson, Clawson & Oxley, 

1997).  The way a news story is framed might even affect which needs and motivations 

predominate in peoples’ minds.  Essentially, the media framing would act as a cue or 

prime, focusing our attention on some things and preventing our attention from being 

focused on other things.   

 One example of this would include the media stories following 9/11 that focused 

on the bodies in the rubble of the Twin Towers (Schulte, 2001, A18) or on the heroes 

who died trying to save others (Branan, 2001, B1).  Stories such as these make many 

references to death (“’We just can't comprehend the magnitude of death,’ said Rogers 

Deputy Fire Chief Wayne Brashear;” Brannan, 2001, B1), the circumstances surrounding 

their deaths, as well as the consequences of death (e.g., leaving a family and co-workers 
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behind).  All of these stories are making mortality salient and are likely causing anxiety 

related to a threatened need for immortality.   

People who are focused on threats to one need over threats to other needs will 

seek out threat reduction strategies more in line with the salient need than other lesser 

related needs (Shepherd et al., 2011).  Because many real-world situations could evoke 

multiple threats simultaneously, the way the media frames its coverage of these events 

should determine which threat reduction responses take place.   

One situation which could produce loss of control and mortality salience at the 

same time is an act of terror.  If different threats are at the forefront of people’s minds 

following an act of terror, media framing may only have minimal impact on their 

responses.  However, if different threats are equally plausible as a cause of their unease, 

then media framing might lead people to favor one interpretation over the other. 

I will examine whether media coverage of an act of terror can be framed so as to 

make more salient need for control or need to reduce death-related anxiety.  Based on the 

findings of Shepherd et al. (2011), these threats should elicit thoughts and actions that 

align more with their corresponding need than with any of the other needs.  In other 

words, personal control threats should either increase affirmation of cultural constructs 

that bolster order or increase a person’s preference for anything that might lead to greater 

control.   In the same vein, threats of mortality should either increase affirmation of 

cultural constructs that reduce death-related anxiety or increase a person’s preference for 

anything that might lead to actual or symbolic immortality.  Support for this hypothesis 
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would provide evidence that media framing shapes people’s thoughts and behavior, at 

least in part, by making different types of threat more or less salient.   

Multiple Threats and Threat Reduction Options 

In a real world context, one situation might provide an opportunity for people to 

be threatened in multiple ways due to the fact that evidence has been shown for the 

existence of different existential needs.  People might experience one dominant threat 

over a period of time, they might experience multiple threats simultaneously, or they 

might shift between feeling one type of threat to feeling another.  In addition, people 

might think and behave differently depending upon which of those threat experiences 

takes place or what order they take place in.  While this research will begin to answer 

some of the questions that exist regarding the presence of multiple threats, multiple threat 

reduction options, and what processes take place over time, it will likely result in just as 

many new questions as questions answered.   

That being said, this research will provide greater clarity in this area of research in 

a number of ways.  First, replication of the finding that people prefer threat reduction 

strategies that match a specific threat to those that do not match a specific threat will add 

validity to the claims of the researchers who endorse this theory.  Second, this research 

will show the extent to which people are willing to use a threat incongruent threat 

reduction strategy when this strategy is what is most readily available to them.  Looking 

at the difference between endorsement of the initially presented policy options (Study 1) 

should provide some information about the magnitude of this preference for a threat 
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congruent threat reduction strategy over a threat incongruent threat reduction strategy.  

Third, this research should provide some information about the magnitude of our 

motivation to reduce threat induced anxiety.  Comparing threat conditions to a no threat 

(neutral) condition will provide some information about the magnitude of our motivation.  

Forth, this research should provide some information about what takes place over time.  

This research should tell us the extent to which an initial threat reduction opportunity 

(both threat congruent and incongruent) impacts later threat reduction opportunities 

(again, both threat congruent and incongruent).  Do people take advantage of a second 

opportunity or is their anxiety sufficiently diminished after the first opportunity?  Is this 

the case for both threat congruent and threat incongruent opportunities, or does it only 

occur for one or the other?  Finally, this research examines the impact of media framing 

on threat perceptions.  If it can be shown that media framing helps determine which 

threats are most salient, and therefore of greatest concern to us, this has implications for 

fields ranging from advertising to health messaging to national security.   
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APPENDIX B 

 ARTICLES 

Mortality Salience Article 

A terrorist attack struck the heart of downtown Abilene yesterday evening, 

destroying much of the historic Windsor Hotel on Cypress Street.  People reported 

hearing the explosion as far away as Baird and Merkel.  The Windsor Hotel bombing is 

the most substantial terrorist attack on U.S. soil since the bombing of Continental 

Airlines Flight 11 over Centerville, Iowa in 1962.   

It is believed that two men planted a bomb in a mailbox on the NE side of the 

building.  Several witnesses reported seeing the men empty the contents of a large burlap 

bag into the mailbox.  The suspects’ silver 1972 Chevy Impala was seen leaving the 

scene of the terrorist attack, heading SW on I-20, possibly toward the U.S.-Mexico 

border.  The motivation behind the attack is uncertain at this time and the two suspects 

are still at-large.   

Rosalyn Price was leaving work at the nearby Grace Museum when the explosion 

knocked her to the ground.  “It was like someone punched me in the stomach.  The 

second I got up I saw a huge amount of smoke coming out of [Windsor] Hotel.  My first 

thoughts were that a gas line had probably ruptured and that there might be people who 

had been hurt.”   

Rosalyn says that she was completely unprepared for what she saw next.  “As 

soon as I got closer, I could hear people screaming in pain.  It was such a terrible sound!  
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A man, looking like he was about thirty years old, stumbled out into the street and fell 

down no more than twenty feet from where I was.  His face had turned blue and he was 

just covered in blood.  I could tell he wasn’t breathing.  I started crying thinking about his 

loved ones having to deal with his death.  He might be leaving behind a wife and 

children, you know?  No one should have to go through burying someone that young.”   

Control Salience Article 

A terrorist attack struck the heart of downtown Abilene yesterday evening, 

destroying much of the historic Windsor Hotel on Cypress Street.  People reported 

hearing the explosion as far away as Baird and Merkel.  The Windsor Hotel bombing is 

the most substantial terrorist attack on U.S. soil since the bombing of Continental 

Airlines Flight 11 over Centerville, Iowa in 1962.   

It is believed that two men planted a bomb in a mailbox on the NE side of the 

building.  Several witnesses reported seeing the men empty the contents of a large burlap 

bag into the mailbox.  The suspects’ silver 1972 Chevy Impala was seen leaving the 

scene of the terrorist attack, heading SW on I-20, possibly toward the U.S.-Mexico 

border.  The motivation behind the attack is uncertain at this time and the two suspects 

are still at-large.   

Rosalyn Price was leaving work at the nearby Grace Museum when the explosion 

knocked her to the ground.  “It was like someone punched me in the stomach.  The 

second I got up I saw a huge amount of smoke coming out of [Windsor] Hotel.  My first 
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thoughts were that a gas line had probably ruptured and that there might be people who 

had been hurt.”   

Rosalyn says that she felt like she had no control over what was taking place.  

“You just hope that the authorities will be able to prevent tragedies like this.  I just felt so 

helpless!  When I got up near the hotel, I could hear people screaming for help.  I just 

didn’t know what to do.  I’ve never had any medical training.  I couldn’t do anything at 

all about the fact that this attack had occurred.  It’s not something you expect to happen 

in Abilene but it really can happen anywhere at any time.” 

Neutral Article 

 

The Central Texas Science and Engineering Fair (CTSEF) took place on the 

campus of Baylor University in Waco this past weekend, bringing students from 13 

counties who were interested in showing off their science prowess.  The CTSEF is one of 

20 regional fairs across Texas held each year.  Students who place “Best of Fair” for their 

research at each of the regional fairs receive an automatic invitation to participate in the 

ExxonMobil Science and Engineering Fair and the International Science and Engineering 

Fair, where they will compete for over $3 million in prizes and scholarships. 

The purpose of CTSEF is to encourage students to develop an interest in science 

and engineering broadly.  Entries are made in subjects ranging from astronomy to 

zoology and may be quantitative or qualitative in nature.  The only two requirements are 

that the student must be engaged in original research and that they previously placed in 

the top three at a school or district science fair.   
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This year’s first place winner was Rosalyn Price, an 8th grader at Harmony 

Science Academy of Waco, who demonstrated a new technique that significantly speeds 

up chemical catalyst reactions.  This finding has the potential to save researchers who 

employ chemical catalysts in their research both time and money. 

When asked about her plans for the future, Ms. Price said “I’d love to eventually 

get my PhD in either chemistry or chemical engineering and then work for a 

pharmaceutical company.  Super catalysts like the one in my experiments are already 

helping scientists improve drug research.”  Given that this is only the second time an 8th 

grader has ever taken “Best of Fair”, she seems well-positioned to make those career 

plans come true.   
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APPENDIX C 

 POLICIES 

Immortality Enhancing Policy 

The Texas House of Representatives is considering legislation that would allow voters to 

vote on the creation of the Center for a Productive Future.  This center would be attached 

to a Texas university (to be determined) and would have as its primary purpose 

conducting research on educational practices.  Researchers would do things like examine 

current educational practices to see which ones work and which ones do not.  They would 

also develop new practices that would improve student education.  This center would be 

different from other education-focused programs in that it would use the latest findings in 

the behavioral sciences to show conclusively what programs work best for different types 

of students.  Experts estimate that this more scientific model of education research will 

significantly reduce the number of school dropouts, will significantly increase the number 

of students who earn a college degree, and will significantly increase the overall 

knowledge students have at the end of each academic year.  A unique feature of this 

center is that it will be entirely donor funded.  Founding donors will be forever 

memorialized on a plaque at the entrance of the center and will have a brick with their 

name engraved on it placed into the walkway leading up to the center.  Founding donors 

will have the pleasure of knowing that their contribution will be helping thousands (if not 

millions) of students have better lives.  It’s important to remember that improved 

education also results in greater job opportunities, higher income, better health, and on 
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and on.  Donors will, in a sense, “live on” through these students since their donation will 

have improved the students’ lives in so many ways.  Both voters and donors have an 

opportunity to establish an enduring legacy which will live on forever, improving the 

lives of generation upon generation of students.   

Control Enhancing Policy 

The Texas House of Representatives is considering legislation that would greatly enhance 

public safety and security.  This legislation would establish a number of new measures, 

all designed to decrease the amount of crime in the state.  Some of these measures are as 

follows:  1) Having police officers walk high crime neighborhoods with the purpose of 

speaking with and establishing relationships with locals so that the locals would be more 

willing to call police when they need help and more willing to report crimes when they 

see them.  2) Having judges who are specifically tasked with reviewing warrants for 

phone, internet, and property searches of people suspected of multiple violent crimes in 

order to speed up the investigative abilities of law enforcement.  3) Bringing forensic labs 

up to date so that crimes could more quickly and more accurately be solved.  Experts 

estimate that these measures will significantly reduce the amount of crime (especially 

violent crime), will significantly reduce the time required to apprehend criminals, and 

will significantly increase citizens’ ability to feel safe and secure.  It’s important to 

remember that lower crime rates will also do things like reduce insurance costs, free up 

emergency rooms, and increase trust and friendliness among people.  These measures are 

all focused on law enforcement’s ability to control criminal activity.  People are often 
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concerned with the uncertainty of crime.  Should I leave doors unlocked?  Should I avoid 

a certain neighborhood?  These measures are geared toward reestablishing control over 

our environment which should then reduce feelings of insecurity and uncertainty among 

the populace.   
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APPENDIX D 

 MEASURES 

 

Behavioral Intentions 

 

Please indicate how likely it would be that you would engage in the following behaviors 

on behalf of the policy you support on a scale ranging from -4 (not at all likely) to 4 

(extremely likely). 

 

1. Signing a petition in support of the policy 

2. Making phone calls in support of the policy 

3. Encouraging friends to support the policy 

4. Voting for a political candidate who endorses the policy 

5. Handing out flyers in support of the policy 
 

Policy Preference 

 

1. To what extent do you support / oppose the policy you just read about? 

-4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 

Strongly        Strongly 

Oppose        Support 

 

2. How good / bad do you consider the policy? 

 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 

Very         Very 

Bad         Good 

 

3. How much do you like / dislike the policy? 

 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 

Very Much        Very Much 

Dislike         Like 

 

Prejudice 

 

Please respond with the extent to which you agree with the following items.  (Additional 

items will simply replace the ethnicity with another ethnicity) 

 

1. Arab-Americans have moral standards that they apply in their dealing with each other, 

but with non-Arab-Americans, they are unscrupulous, ruthless, and undependable. 
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2. There is something different and strange about Arab-Americans; one never knows 

what they are thinking or planning, or what makes them tick. 

 

3. A major fault of Arab-Americans is their conceit, overbearing pride, and their idea that 

they are a chosen ethnic group. 

 

4. It is wrong for Arab-Americans and non-Arab-Americans to intermarry. 

 

5. Even for Arab-Americans who live in America, their first loyalty is to their home 

country rather than to 

America. 

 

6. If there are too many Arab-Americans in America, our country will be less safe. 

 

7. I can hardly imagine myself voting for an Arab-American who is running for an 

important political 

office. 

 

8. One general fault of Arab-Americans is their over-aggressiveness, a strong tendency 

always to display 

their own looks, manners, and customs. 

 

9. You just can’t trust a group of young Arab-American men together because they are 

probably up to criminal or delinquent activity. 

 

10. In order to maintain a nice residential neighborhood it is best to prevent Arab-

Americans from living in it. 

 

11. If I knew I had been assigned to live in a dorm room with an Arab-American, I would 

ask to change 

rooms. 

 

Death Thought Accessibility 

 

The extent of mortality salience will be measured with a death though accessibility word-

completion task.  Participants will be presented 25 word-fragments, 8 of which can be 

completed as either a death-related or neutral word (e.g., SK**L could be completed as 

either SKULL, which is death-related, or SKILL, which is not death-related).   

 

Death-related  Neutral 

B U R _ _ D  P L A _ _  T R _ _ 
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S K _ _ L  _ _ O K  P _ P _ R 

D E _ _  W A T _ _  _ O _ S E 

G R A _ _  M U _ _  D _ _ R 

K I _ _ E D  M _ J _ R  S H _ _ 

C O F F _ _  K _ _ G S  F O _ _ 

C O _ _ S E  C H A _ _  R _ D _ O 

M _ R _ E R  C L _ _ K  H _ _ T 

   T A B _ _  

 

Perceived Control 

 

Indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement on a scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree): 

 

1. The events in my life are mainly determined by my own actions 

 

2. I am not in control of most things that occur in my life  

  

Endorsement of Government Control 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements on a scale 

ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (completely agree): 

 

1. The role of the government is to provide a stable and controlled environment for its 

citizens 

 

2. The government is capable of defending our country from attack 

 

3. The government is capable of properly dealing with the aftermath of an attack, should 

one occur 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements regarding 

specific government actions having to do with terrorism prevention on a scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly oppose) to 10 (strongly support): 

 

1. The USA PATRIOT Act is an Act of the U.S. Congress passed in the aftermath of 9/11 

which lessens restriction on some branches of government in their efforts to prevent 

terrorism but which some argue also threatens U.S. citizens’ civil liberties.  Occasionally, 

this Act come up for review and must be renewed by Congress.  To what extent do you 

agree with the following statement: I would support renewal of the USA PATRIOT Act?   

 

2. I support expanded monitoring of e-mail by law enforcement? 
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3. I support expanded monitoring of phone conversations by law enforcement? 

 

4. I support an increase in the national defense budget? 

 

5. I support an increase in the homeland security budget? 

 

6. I support expanded use of warrantless searches? 

 

7. I support a strengthening of our border security? 

 

8. I support allowing prolonged detention without trial of people suspected of terrorism? 

 

Demographics 

 

Sex:  Male  Female 

 

Age (in years) 

 

Ethnicity (regardless of race):  Hispanic  Not Hispanic 

 

What is your racial background? Select one or more of the following. 

White 

Black, African-American 

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Asian 

Other 

 

How long have you spoken English (in years)? 

 

Briefly, what do you think this study was about? 

 

Do you think that your responses to any of the tasks affected your responses to later 

tasks?  If so, how? 

 

Do you think that your self-views impacted your responses to any portion of this study?  

If so, please explain. 

 

What political party do you consider yourself a part of? 

Democratic 

Republican 

Libertarian 
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Other 

 

How politically conservative do you consider yourself?  

1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely) 

 

How politically liberal do you consider yourself? 

1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely) 
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APPENDIX E 

 

ADDITIONAL ANALYSES 
 

Religiosity 

 

 The amount of religiosity a person has was a possible confound of the type and 

extent of threat reduction that takes place.  Because of this, I ran separate primary 

analyses (of Studies 1 and 2) that included the variable Religiosity as a covariate.  Extent 

of religiosity was measured by asking participants “To what extent do you consider 

yourself to be religious?” and having them respond with answers ranging from 1 (not at 

all) to 6 (extremely).   

 In the 2 (Threat Condition: MS threat vs. no threat) x 2 (Policy: control restoring 

vs. immortality restoring) x 2 (Order: MS policy first vs. MS policy second) ANOVA of 

Study 1, there was not a significant interaction of Policy Preference and Religiosity (p > 

.05).  Similarly, in the 3 (Threat Condition: MS threat vs. control threat vs. no threat) x 2 

(Threat Reduction Strategy: prejudice vs. government control) x 2 (Order: prejudice 

measure first vs. government control measure first) ANOVA of Study 2, there was not a 

significant interaction of Threat Reduction Strategy and Religiosity (p > .05).   

Initial Study 1 Analysis 

 The initial overall analysis for Study 1 was a 3 (Threat Condition: no threat vs. 

MS threat vs. Control threat) x 2 (Policy: control restoring vs. immortality restoring) x 2 

(Order: congruent policy first vs. congruent policy second) mixed ANOVA where Salient 
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Threat and Order were between-subjects variables and Policy was a within-subjects 

variable.   

 Manipulation checks.  Death thought accessibility was measured simply by 

summing the number of times (out of 8) participants completed a word using a death-

related word versus a neutral word (M = 2.34, SD = 1.256).  Scores were then compared 

across the three levels of the Threat Condition independent variable (no threat, control 

threat, immortality threat).  I expected to find that participants in the immortality threat 

condition completed the word completion task with significantly more death-related 

words than participants in either the no threat or control threat conditions.  What I 

actually found, however, was that there was not a significant difference between 

conditions, F(2, 248) = .273, p = .762.   

Personal control was assessed with two items that were combined into a personal 

control variable following an analysis of their intercorrelation (α = .210, M = 6.2, SD = 

1.42).  The personal control variable was compared across the three levels of the Salient 

Threat independent variable.  I expected to find that participants in the control threat 

conditions had significantly lower perceptions of personal control than participants in 

either the no threat or immortality threat conditions.  What I actually found, however, 

was that there was not a significant difference between conditions, F(2, 248) = .643, p = 

.526.   

These findings sugged one of two possibilities: The first is that the manipulations 

of mortality salience and lack of control did not work.  Significant changes in anxiety 



Texas Tech University, Cory Davenport, May 2013 

 

94 

 

level over time (discussed below), however, suggested that there was a significant impact 

of the mortality salience news story.  The other possibility was that the manipulation 

checks were not significantly affected by threat condition because of when they took 

place during the experiment.  Both manipulation checks followed the presentation of both 

policies (each designed to reduce any experience of threat).  It is possible that death 

thought accessibility and feelings of lack of control no longer existed after participants 

read the threat-reducing policies, either because the policies successfully reduced these 

threats or because participants reduced the threat in some other way during the 

intervening time.   

Policy preference.  Policy preference was assessed with three items related to 

liking of the policy.  Because the three MS policy preference items and the three Control 

policy preference items showed strong intercorrelation (α = .949 and α = .924, 

respectively), they were combined into two different policy preference variables, MS 

policy preference (M = 7.22, SD = 4.084) and Control policy preference (M = 6.23, SD = 

4.278).   

The initial analysis was the full 3 (Threat Condition: MS threat vs. control threat 

vs. no threat) x 2 (Policy: control restoring vs. immortality restoring) x 2 (Order: MS 

policy first vs. MS policy second) ANOVA with policy preference as the dependent 

variable.   

This analysis yielded only a main effect of Policy Preference (F (1, 242) = 6.676, 

p = .01) where the MS policy was preferred (M = 7.044, SD = 4.084) significantly more 
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than the control policy (M = 6.232, SD = 4.278; F(1, 242) = 6.676, p = .01) and a 

significant 2-way interaction of Threat Condition x Policy (F(2, 242) = 3.564, p < .05). 

 

Figure 7. Interaction of Threat Condition by Policy Preference. 

I decomposed this interaction using simple effects testing.  The only significant 

differences found were that MS policy preference following a MS threat was significantly 

higher (ps < .05) than any other type of policy preference regardless of which threat was 

induced.  In other words, when ignoring the order in which policies were presented, there 

was an interaction between Policy and Threat Condition such that when the threat was No 

Threat, there was not a significant difference between MS policy preference and Control 

policy preference.  But, when there was a MS threat, participants had significantly higher 

preference for the MS policy than the Control policy.  Preference, therefore, is entirely 

driven by participants’ preference for the MS threat-reducing policy, but only following a 

MS threat.   
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Because the control threat condition was no different than the no threat condition, 

it was not possible to know whether or not different types of threat lead to a preference 

for threat-congruent threat reduction strategies as a rule.  It was clear, however, that a MS 

threat caused participants to take advantage of a threat-congruent threat reduction 

opportunity (e.g., by increasing their preference for MS threat reducing policies).   

Behavioral intentions.  Behavioral intentions were assessed with five items 

regarding likelihood of engaging in some behavior in support of the policy.  Because the 

five MS behavioral intention items and the five Control behavioral intention items 

showed fairly strong intercorrelation (α = .747 and α = .879, respectively), they were 

combined into two different behavioral intention variables (MS behavioral intentions and 

Control behavioral intentions).  Differences among participants in their behavioral 

intentions were assessed almost identically to how policy preference was assessed.   

The primary analysis was a Threat Condition x Order x Behavioral Intentions (as 

a within-subjects variable) ANOVA.  Only a significant main effect of Behavioral 

Intentions was found (F(1, 242) = 7.015, p < .01) where participants were more inclined 

toward behaving in support of the MS policy (M = 4.26, SD = 7.31) than the Control 

policy (M = 2.855, SD = 8.01) as well as an interaction of Threat Condition x Behavioral 

Intentions (F(2, 242) = 3.445, p < .05).  
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Figure 8. Interaction of Threat Condition by Behavioral Intentions  

I decomposed this interaction using simple effects testing.  There was not a 

significant difference in MS behavioral intentions or Control behavioral intentions across 

threat conditions, but there was a significant difference between types of behavioral 

intentions for the MS threat condition (p = .001).  The pattern that appears is very similar 

to that found when Policy Preference was the dependent variable.  This finding supported 

the significant interaction with Policy Preference by suggesting that an MS threat can 

lead to MS-congruent threat reduction strategies.   

Anxiety.  Policy preference and behavioral intentions were used as 

operationalizations of threat reduction.  A more direct method of assessing threat 

reduction took place through a measurement of anxiety at three different points in time 

(immediately following a reading of the news stories, immediately following the first-

presented policy, and immediately following the second-presented policy).  A one-way 
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ANOVA was conducted of Anxiety Time 1 (i.e., immediately after the threat induction) 

across the two Threat Conditions.  The overall ANOVA was significant (F(2, 248) = 

3.37, p < .05) with anxiety being higher following the MS news article (M = 2.08, SD = 

.698) than either the control news article (M = 1.797, SD = .853) or the No threat news 

articles (M = 1.79, SD = .932).  This provided additional evidence that the MS news 

article induced threat significantly more than the other two news articles.  

I then created the within-subjects variable SeriesAnxiety with three levels (the 

three anxiety time points).  I ran a Threat Condition x Order x SeriesAnxiety (as a within-

subject variable) ANOVA which yielded a significant main effect of SeriesAnxiety (F(2, 

484) = 58.274, p < .001) as well as a 2-way interaction of Threat Condition x 

SeriesAnxiety (F(4, 484) = 5.92, p < .001) .  Pairwise comparisons of the main effect of 

SeriesAnxiety showed significant differences (decreases) across all comparisons, Anxiety 

Time 1 vs. Anxiety Time 2 (p < .001), Anxiety Time 2 vs. Anxiety Time 3 (p < .01), and 

Anxiety Time 1 vs. Anxiety Time 3 (p < .001).  This was evidence that anxiety levels 

decreased across time for participants (holding Order and Threat Condition constant).  

Although anxiety on average tended to be lower over time, this reduction in anxiety was 

greatest among participants in the MS threat condition.   

Personal Control 

 The possibility existed that participants would read the control-restoring policy 

and have their experience of felt control reduced further (beyond what it was following 

the control threat) instead of having their anxiety from the manipulated lack of control 
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attenuated (as my dissertation predicted).  According to the Compensatory Control 

Model, however, (Kay, Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009; Shepherd, Kay, Landau, & 

Keefer, 2011), personal and external control are substitutable.  In other words, although 

people prefer to have personal control, knowing that there is control and / or order outside 

of the self is sufficient to satisfy the overall need for control.  Whenever the amount of 

perceived control is threatened, people will seek to restore it through whatever means are 

available.  

 Though this ironic effect did not appear to take place in Study 2 (with a different 

form of control threat reduction than in Study 1), there was not a difference between the 

Control threat and No threat conditions in Study1, leaving open the possibility that this 

kind of ironic effect could have occurred.  To examine this possibility, I looked at the 

other “control” items that were included in Study 1.   

Two control manipulation check items directly addressed personal control.  As 

there was not a significant difference in personal control across Threat Conditions (F(2, 

248) = .643, p = .526), and because there are multiple reasons as to why this may have 

occurred, accurate claims regarding amount of threat and threat reduction cannot be made 

based upon these items.   

Just because past research has demonstrated that people can reduce a threat to 

personal control through perceptions of an increase in external control, we cannot assume 

that this would occur in all situations.  Accordingly, future research might examine 

whether there are any situations in which ironic effects might occur in a threat reduction 
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context (e.g., what is typically seen as a threat reduction strategy actually causes an 

increase in threat).   

Study 2 Mediation 

To better understand the process by which threat reduction was taking place, I 

conducted additional mediation analyses using Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) INDIRECT 

macro for SPSS where anxiety was the proposed mediator.  The simple mediation model 

was Threat Condition  Anxiety (Time 1)  Prejudice or Government Control with 

different comparisons of Threat Condition.  As with the primary mediation analyses, I 

examined the two different threat reduction opportunities (i.e., prejudice or governmental 

control) in separate analyses.  For the analyses, I compared the congruent threat (e.g., 

Control Threat for government control) with the no-threat condition (examined the effect 

of a congruent threat) and with the incongruent threat condition (examined the specificity 

of threat reduction), and with the composite of both conditions (took advantage of full 

sample size).  Finally, I compared the incongruent threat (e.g., MS with governmental 

control) with the no threat condition to examine potential generality of threat reduction 

(see Table 2).    

The only finding was a significant indirect effect when comparing MS threat and No 

threat when government control was the DV (estimate = .1345, boot-SE = .072, CI: .018, 

.296).  This finding provides a bit of evidence in support of general threat reduction through 

anxiety (Time 1) on increased preference for government control. 
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Table 2. Study 2 Mediation Analyses predicting Prejudice or Government Control through 

Anxiety1.   

DV Threat 
Comparison 

(IV) 

a-path 
(SE) 

b-path 
(SE) 

c'-path 
(SE) 

c-path 
(SE) 

Indirect Effect  
boot est. (CI) 

Government 
Control 

Control vs.  
No 

.400 
(.058) *

 
.217 

(.245) 
 

.350 
(.198) 

.434 
(.175) * 

.093 
(-.106, .308) 

 
Government 

Control 
Control vs.  
All others 

.317 
(.048)* 

-.004 
(.195) 

.355 
(.159) * 

.354 
(.145) * 

-.003 
(-.126, .128) 

 
Government 

Control 
Control vs.  

MS 
.308 

(.060) * 
-.204 
(.217) 

.355 
(.176) * 

.290 
(.161) 

 

-.066 
(-.209, .076) 

 
Government 

Control 
MS vs.  

No 
.245 

(.059) * 
.523 

(.234)* 
.009 

(.172) 
.132 

(.161) 
.135 

(.018, .296) 
 

Prejudice MS vs.  
No 

.328 
(.054)* 

.320 
(.245) 

.389 
(.185) * 

.482 
(.170)* 

.109 
(-.059, .307) 

 
Prejudice MS vs.  

All others 
.314 

(.050)* 
.069 

(.187) 
.366 

(.151) * 
.388 

(.140) * 
.021 

(-.093, .147) 
 

Prejudice MS vs.  
Control 

.373 
(.058) * 

-.165 
(.226) 

.340 
(.183) 

.278 
(.162) 

-.062 
(-.252, .123) 

 
Prejudice Control vs.  

No 
.198 

(.075) * 
.388 

(.219) 
.183 

(.196) 
.253 

(.191) 
.079 

(-.001, .232) 
*
estimate is significant at p < .05.  CI in bold do not contain 0, consistent with a significant indirect effect. 

 

 

 

 
 

   

 


