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Abstract 

 

Many individuals spend approximately a third of their lives either working, 

receiving training or education for work or otherwise engaged in their career. While the 

current literature attempts to discern the many roles that work can play in our lives, it 

only scantly explore the existential nature of work in relation to death and mortality. 

Terror Management Theory provides a framework explaining how increases in awareness 

of our mortality influences our behavior and beliefs. By studying work constructs from 

the lens of Terror Management Theory, we seek to gain insight on the potential role that 

work plays in bolstering psychological resilience again existential stressors. We use an 

experimental design to observe power, work social-connectedness, self-determination, 

and work meaning as they relate to death anxiety between an experimental and control 

group. An experimental group received a mortality salience cue while the control group 

received a benign cue. Death anxiety was negatively correlated with work social-

connectedness, self-determination and work meaning, but not perceived socio-economic 

status. None of the observed work constructs significantly moderated the magnitude of 

reported death anxiety.    
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“Work is a central aspect of life, providing a source of structure, a means of 

survival, connection to others and optimally a means of self-determination. 

Across the globe, people devote considerable time and effort in preparing for, 

adjusting to, and managing their work lives.” (Blustein, 2014, p. 3) 

 

 Instead of growing food, hunting and gathering for a living, or having to construct 

and maintain shelter, much of the basic material needs for survival are met vicariously 

through the symbolic representation of currency. We go to work to earn currency and 

apportion this universal resource to any number of needs and priorities. For a privileged 

demographic of the population whose choices are abundant and whose work life is stable, 

the amount that one can earn through work is greater than that which is necessary to meet 

one's basic survival needs. With the matter of survival taken care of, one can devote 

financial and temporal surplus to improving lifestyle, indulging in novel experiences, or 

investing towards matters of self-fulfillment (Maslow, 1943).  

 However, the narrative of fulfilling work has been undermined by the gradual 

shift away from the stability of work in the twenty-first century towards a financial and 

vocational climate that demands greater flexibility on the part of workers (Blustein, 

Kozan, & Connors-Kellgren, 2013; Briscoe, Hall, & Demuth, 2006). 
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Globalization and increase in the use of rapidly evolving technology has resulted in a 

landscape of work characterized by a greater need for specialization and adaptability 

between multiple job titles and roles over the course of one's career (Standing, 2010). 

Self-employment, part-time and temporary work status, as well as periods of 

unemployment and underemployment are becoming more common within the narrative 

of one's career. With the nature of jobs and career in flux, individuals without adequate 

privilege or resources could experience greater difficulty in adapting to the evolving 

nature of work in the 21st century. This difficulty could have social and financial 

consequences for those who are marginalized and disenfranchised which directly 

influence one’s ability to subsist and survive; this poses a threat to an individual’s state of 

mortality as well as their identity. As transitions in macroeconomics take place, it 

becomes necessary for mental health professionals, career counselors, and psychology as 

a field, to become aware of how such increases in stress due to work and career could 

influence psychological health. This includes ways to inform interventions associated 

with these dynamics. It thus becomes necessary to bridge the existing gap between 

existential issues such as death and mortality into vocation and work.  

 The concept of work and the prototypical career is rooted beyond satisfying 

Maslow’s hierarchy of need, and is at its core a function of life, which is given value only 

by its juxtaposition to death (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, Frager & Cox, 1970). More than 

merely being the avenue to meeting basic physiological and safety needs, work could be 

seen as an existential necessity of life. In the eyes of existential psychologists, death 

provides the opportunity for the attribution of value, and it is from this struggle with 
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finity that we come to appreciate life. However, in spite of the value appraising properties 

of death, as well as the many existential anxieties that come along with considerations of 

non-existence, researchers in vocational and organizational psychology have largely 

neglected to bring the idea of death into discussion of working.  

 Traditional and contemporary trends within vocational and career psychology 

demonstrate a gradual shift both in the nature of work and career, but also in how 

psychology attempts to conceptualize and enhance working. Traditional models/theories 

of career fall into three broad categories: person-environment fit theories (Holland, 1959; 

Holland 1997), developmental theories (e.g., Super, 1980; Super, Savickas & Super, 

1996) and social cognitive career theory (Lent 2008; Lent & Brown, 2006). From these 

three broad categories, new models of vocational theory and career counseling have 

emerged. However, while the field as a whole continues to evolve and refine the concept 

of work and career, no career theory explicitly incorporates discussion of death, dying, or 

the concept of finity.  

Terror Management Theory 

While vocational psychology and theories of career counseling do not explicitly 

address death and dying, Terror management theory (TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & 

Solomon, 1986) provides both a theoretical and empirical framework from which to build 

hypotheses on the association between mortality and vocation. TMT posits that human 

beings are, to our knowledge, uniquely aware of not only our conscious being but also 

our potential to not-be (Ernest Becker, 1971). In addition, we are also aware that this state 

of “not-being” is an eventual and unavoidable reality. As an exclusively living thing, we 
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are unable to fully grasp what it means to be something that could die. As a result, an 

existential tension is created in which we are forced to wrestle with the paradox of 

identifying as a thing that is, and also the potential to be a thing that is not.  

 Our awareness and identification as being finite in nature is known as mortality 

salience (MS; e.g., Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski & Al, 1989) and the 

unease or anxiety we feel as a result of the cognitive dissonance between the paradox of 

our living and dying identities is called death anxiety (DA; e.g., Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

Solomon, Rosenblatt, & Al, 1990). Like general anxiety, this is a response to the 

perception of a threat, which leads to mental, emotional and physiological attempts to 

adapt or cope with the threat. However, unlike general anxiety, where our reaction allows 

us to evade, overcome, or persist through the threat (e.g., fight, flight or freeze), death as 

an antagonist cannot be directly evaded, defeated or endured. 

 Humbled by an insurmountable threat, our ego is deflated and our self-esteem 

decreased. TMT posits that our reaction to this decrease in self-esteem is to re-invest into 

life in spite of death as a means of restoring our deflated ego (Solomon, Greenberg, & 

Pyszczynski, 1991). TMT researchers have categorized two broad methods by which we 

come to cope with heightened death awareness (Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 

1991). First, we attempt to restore our self-esteem by behaving in ways that are 

reinforcing, rewarding, self-gratifying or ego-bolstering (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, 

Solomon, Arndt & Schimel, 2004). For example, an individual who identifies strongly as 

a good athlete may be drawn to participate more vigorously in athletics. For them, 

competition, demonstrating mastery of their sport and victory may be means of bolstering 
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their self-esteem and re-affirming their values. The same athlete may also be deterred 

from competing in sports where they feel their skills are lacking—wanting to maximize 

their chances of winning and minimize losses.  

Second, individuals seek out the company of like-others and strive to be part of a 

salient in-group—preferably one which supports and defends their current worldview 

(Pyszczynski, Greenberg & Solomon, 1997). Thus, the athlete may rely heavily on their 

team, and intentionally put the team before themselves to help their team win. By 

identifying and being part of a group bigger than the self, the individual borrows from the 

value and shares in the victory of the group. This also means that for the in-group team to 

win, it must come at the expensive of some out-group.  

Dual Process Theory of TMT 

Research into the validity of early theoretical applications of TMT led to the 

conceptualization of a dual processes theory (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 

1999). Increases in mortality salience are thus either conscious or unconscious. Dual 

process theory asserts that when an eliciting event brings MS into our consciousness, 

there are associated defenses that help mitigate the impact of MS and prevent it from 

elevating DA. These include conscious adaptive processes of distancing (e.g., “I’m too 

young and healthy for death to apply to me”) or denial (e.g., “Accidents happen every 

day, but something like that won’t happen to me;” Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 

1999). These are proximal defenses that evoke conscious effort of thought modification 

to suppress the development of anxiety following contemplating death. 
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Terror management theory is more invested in exploring the unconscious or distal 

coping strategies by which we decrease our death anxiety (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 

Solomon, 2000). In short, when we are no longer using conscious effort to suppress death 

anxiety, our increased mortality salience continues to unconsciously influence our 

decisions. In this case, the lack of mindfulness about death creates a situation by which 

our behavior may be exaggerated or polarized towards salient. Indeed, research has found 

evidence for the validity of this distal process in research designs where subliminal 

exposure to mortality salience cues resulted in exaggerated behavior in accordance to 

TMT hypothesis (Pyszczynski, Greenberg & Solomon, 2005).  

Researchers drawing from TMT have identified a number of potential protective 

factors which, if present and active in a person’s life, could serve to prevent increases in 

mortality salience from leading to potentially problematic death anxiety. Many traits have 

been identified as potential death anxiety buffers such as: self-esteem (Greensberg et al., 

1993), power (Belmi, & Pfeffer, 2016), close relationships (Florian, Mikulincer, & 

Hirschberger, 2002), money (Zaleskiewicz, Gasiorowska, Kesebir, & Pyszcynski, 2013) 

meaning in life (Kesebir, & Pyszczynski, 2014), and religiosity (Soenke, Landau, & 

Greenberg, 2013). As described by Blustein (2006), work is a conduit through which 

individuals can come to satisfy their life needs, and in doing so, are also developing a 

psychological buffer against death anxiety. It is possible that being engaged in work 

itself, because of its many potential affordances, is among the list of protective buffers.  

TMT has demonstrated implications for and interactions with a broad array of 

domains of life (Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010) and this discussion would assert that 
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these implications could also apply to areas of work, career, and organizational 

psychology (Grant & Wade-Benzo, 2009). Because finity, death and death awareness are 

experiences of human universality, theoretical underpinnings have high probability for 

external validity. In addition, self-esteem, personal and social worldviews and salient 

identities are all conceptualized from the position of being contingent on one’s culture 

(Pyszczynski et al., 2004); that culture is the implicit equation by which we come to 

appraise the value of our external social and cultural world. As a result, the methods by 

which we come to cope with increased mortality salience and death anxiety would also be 

contingent on cultural differences.  

Contributions to the current literature on the function of work would come as a 

result of empirical evidence that constructs within work/vocational psychology have an 

anxiety buffering function for coping with existential threats. Finally, insight around both 

the positive and negative influences of finality and finity as they relate to work and 

vocation could provide the theoretical foundation for organizational intervention and 

career counseling; avoiding potential pitfalls of negative psychosocial consequences and 

enhancing meaning-making and self-actualization efforts for individuals within their 

work environment.  

Organization Neglect of Death 

For much of the history of Industrial/Organization and Career/Vocational 

psychology, death was most likely considered to be outside of the boundaries of work or 

career counseling. Individuals were traditionally thought to have retired from work in 

their 60s, and as they transitioned into contemplation of their mortality, transitioned out 
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of the demographic targeted for intervention by career counselors (e.g., Super et al., 

1996). Mourning, grief and bereavement are again, outside of the scope of traditional 

career counseling and on the rare occasion, addressed only abstractly as the “death of 

one's career” (Reedy & Learmonth, 2011). Thus, with death considered to be either the 

end of career development or outside of the boundaries of what career counseling 

traditionally addressed, finity has been largely overlooked.  

This neglect is, however, potentially dangerous. Without knowledge as to the 

psychosocial consequences of death and our awareness of it, we are left largely subject to 

their dynamics. The subtle influence of death may be among the countless unconscious 

processes factoring into career decision-making (e.g., Krishok, Black & McKay, 2009). 

Work environments may remain unconscious of the ways in which lingering sentiments 

of death negatively influence the culture of their environment (Stein & Cropanzano, 

2011) and individuals are estranged from the potential for positive-appraising/meaning 

making that the perspective of finity can have on motivation towards enhanced life. By 

neglecting discussion around finity, we lose out on the opportunity to harness its positive 

influence, and become ignorant to the ways in which it influences worker and work 

environments negatively. Rectifying this cannot take place without a holistic recognition 

of the role that privilege and marginalization can play not only in work but also as it 

directly impacts an individual’s mortality.  

More broadly than the call for a greater understanding of finity within the scope 

of work is the role that work plays in health inequity research as a whole. Work has not 

been explored in most health inequity research in the United States, especially compared 
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to models of social and ecological determinants of health (Ahonen, Fujishiro, 

Cunningham, & Flynn, 2018). Given that work inequity directly impacts socioeconomic 

status, and varies based on key work demographics (age, race, ethnicity, gender, etc.,) it 

is necessary to take this context into account when studying mortality salience as a 

potential health inequity. This is an important consideration when deciding which 

demographic and personal information to gather, how data and results are informed by 

demographic differences, and how this information is interpreted as potential 

opportunities to understand and address health inequities (Landsbergis et al., 2018).   

Psychology of Working 

The psychology of working framework has attempted to shift vocational 

psychology from a science of exclusion to one of inclusion (Bluestein, 2006, 2013). 

Psychology of working offers critique of traditional ideals of vocational psychology 

whose underlying assumptions posit that work is predictable, contained, decisive and that 

an individual has agency over their career decision-making process (Blustein & Fouad, 

2008). Psychology of working urges a more inclusive conceptualization of work to look 

at the needs, obstacles and agency of various sociocultural groups. One notable 

conceptual shift advocated for by Blustein is that work and working are not independent 

or compartmentalized to be separate from, other domains of life (2006, 2013). Blustein 

posits that career and work should instead be integrated with other identities to form 

one’s self-concept, considered an integral part of living more interdependent than 

separate from other pivotal domains (2006, 2013).  
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The psychology of working framework (PWF; Blustein, 2001, 2006, 2008, 2013) 

attempts to address the role of work in people's lives in ways that previous theories 

exclude. That is, earlier theories place internal and individual factors such as self-

efficacy, interests, and personal choice in the conceptual foreground, assuming that 

personal agency is the key ingredient in the direction of career. While some theories do 

integrate contextual factors, these are conceptually distal to and placed in the theoretical 

background. Such contextual and structural factors like economic constraints, racialized 

or gendered discrimination and marginalization receive limited attention in traditional 

theories of work and career (Duffy, Bluestin, Diemer, & Autin, 2016). 

 While personal choice and agency may play a larger role for individuals with 

greater personal and financial resources, PWF posits that it does not adequately explain 

the experience of people with insufficient access to financial and social capital (Blustein, 

2001, 2006, 2008, 2013). A greater emphasis is needed on individuals who are 

marginalized on the basis of social and cultural factors such as race, ethnicity, social class 

and gender and age. These contextual factors are brought to the foreground of discussion 

and research in a continued effort to explore work and working in people's lives from a 

stance of inclusivity.  

 An assertion and goal of the Psychology of Working Theory (PWT; Duffy et al., 

2016) is to create access to decent work. Decent work is defined as any work 

environment that provides physical and interpersonally safe working conditions, hours 

that allow for free time and adequate rest, organizational values that complement family 

and social values, adequate compensation, and access to health care (Duffy et al., 2016; 
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Duffy et al., 2017). Obtaining and maintaining decent work is seen as a gateway to three 

humanistic needs: survival/power, social connectedness, and self-determination (Blustein, 

2006, 2008; Duffy et al., 2016). These three outcomes of decent work are assumed to 

result in psychological well-being and fulfillment/satisfaction at work. As previously 

mentioned, power, close relationships, and meaning making are also identified as 

constructs whose presence has the capacity to buffer increases in death anxiety. If decent 

work provides access to meeting humanistic needs then engagement in vocation and 

access to work may also serve as a death anxiety buffer. Confirming such insight could 

further justify the inclusion of mortality as a state of privilege to be addressed within 

PWF, while at the same time providing support for the importance of the role of work as 

a buffer to death anxiety and aid to psychological health.  

Purpose of the Present Study 

The purpose of this study is to bridge vocational/career psychology and 

theoretical foundations of TMT. Within the PWF, obtaining and maintaining decent work 

yields means to survival/power, social connectedness and self-determination. Research 

bridging TMT and vocational psychology, namely the psychology of work theory may 

not only help marginalized individuals obtain decent work to improve quality of life, but 

also to live longer, healthier, and more peaceful lives. Therefore, this study will examine 

work-related buffers of death anxiety to demonstrate the association between constructs 

of PWF and existing TMT literature using a sample of working adults.  

Based on previous theory and research, the following hypotheses will be tested: 
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1) Participants in a mortality salience condition will report significantly higher death 

anxiety than a control group.  

2) Participants with higher self-reported levels of work meaning, power, self-

determination and social-connectedness will report lower death anxiety. 

3) The relationship between mortality salience and death anxiety will be buffered by 

high levels of work meaning, power, self-determination, and social 

connectedness.  
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  CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

As early as the 1960s, individuals like anthropologist and philosopher, Ernest 

Becker were beginning to postulate that there were palpable psychosocial consequences 

for humanity’s unique existential relationship with death. Others coming out of the 

existential school of thought would agree, that human beings are aware of existential 

threats we cannot overcome (Becker, 1962; Becker, 1973). Becker’s work would come to 

inspire a theory, which attempted to explain the complex ways with which individuals 

come to cope with the inevitability of death and iconic ending of being. 

Ernest Becker’s ideas emerged in Terror Management Theory in the mid-80s 

(TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986). Terror management theory posits 

that when some reminder of death is presented or elicited, mortality salience is 

increased—mortality salience being the conscious recognition of the self as a mortal and 

finite entity. Increases in mortality salience are hypothesized to lead to increases in death 

anxiety. Death anxiety shares conceptual commonalities with general anxiety in that it is 

a stress response which activates the sympathetic nervous system and elicits cognitive 

and biological reactions such as “fight-or-flight.” While stress and anxiety are often 

regarded as threats to health, when the anxiety experienced is proportionate to the threat 

that one realistically faces, the stress response can be adaptive. Stress and anxiety 

becomes problematic when it is disproportionate to the threat and thus, undermines one's 

psychological wellbeing with an exaggerated response (Juhl & Routledge, 2016). 
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However, death anxiety is unique, because death is unavoidable and 

insurmountable. As a result, human beings must find indirect methods of coping with 

death anxiety. When conscious, individuals can placate anxiety of death through temporal 

distance (e.g., “I am young and healthy, I won’t die for another 50 years”) or by self-

transcendent practices of immortality (e.g., building a monument in one’s image that will 

exist long after they are dead). These conscious strategies may reduce death anxiety in 

the short-term. However, increases in death anxiety can influence behavior in less direct 

or conscious ways. These indirect and distal strategies have been placed into two broad 

categories:  

1. Attempts to bolster self-esteem and restore ego-integrity 

2. Attempts to defend salient cultural worldview  

Social psychology, as the origin of modern TMT, has looked at the broad 

psychosocial consequences of such strategies to cope with death as it pertains to both 

individuals and groups of people. Similar to traditional anxiety, research has found both 

adaptive and maladaptive forms of terror management (or in the maladaptive form, 

“mismanagement”; Strachan, Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 2001). For example, 

increases in death anxiety can lead some to pursue investment in salient in-groups, by 

contributing more to the group through prosocial behavior (Jonas, Schimel, Greenberg, & 

Pyszczynski, 2002; Hirschberger, Ein-Dor, & Almakias, 2008; Zaleskiewicz, 

Gasiorowska & Kesebir, 2015) and generativity (Maxfield et al., 2014), thus securing the 

preservation of the group and their place within it. A similar yet paradoxical strategy may 

be to marginalize or become hostile towards an identified out-group, especially one with 
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oppositional or conflicting worldviews. By asserting their dominance over an out-group 

or a subgroup, the in-group defines their place in the hierarchical pecking order of group 

“survival of the fittest.” Thus, TMT can be used to explain the paradoxical phenomenon 

of existential motivators as both a drive to prosocial and unifying behaviors as well as 

xenophobic, racist and other forms of prejudicial attitudes (McGregor et al., 2003; 

Greenberg & Kosloff, 2008), as well as increases in stereotypical thinking (Schimel et al., 

1999).  

Death reminders can also serve to threaten one's self-esteem, and as a result, self-

esteem needs to be bolstered in order to compensate (Harmon-Jones et al., 1997). 

However, research has also found that an individual can have a high self-esteem before 

exposure to death reminders and experience less death anxiety as a result (Greenberg et 

al., 1992). Less death anxiety would mean less need to compensate through worldview 

defending or self-esteem bolstering actions. Researchers in the field have thus predicted 

that one of the major roles of self-esteem is to serve as a buffer to anxiety and stress. 

However, additional research suggests that if one has a healthy self-esteem, the 

introduction of a death reminder can serve as a problematic and humbling experience. As 

a result, one may invest more vigorously in identity salient behaviors as a coping 

mechanisms to safeguard their threatened ego (e.g., Wirth-Petrik, & Guenther, 2012).  

The above could result in another interestingly paradoxical result of taking place 

in behaviors that are ultimately life threatening as a tool to cope with death anxiety. For 

example, one study looked at the behaviors of risky driving practices (Ben-Ari, Florian, 

& Mikulincer, 1999). Those who thought themselves better drivers, would take more 
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driving risks follow increases in death anxiety. Another study looked at engagement in 

military in a state where military participation was mandatory. When death anxiety was 

increased, individuals were more motivated to engage in their military duties (Taubman-

Ben-Ari & Findler, 2006). A third study looked at stressful jobs and death anxiety where 

individuals were given the option between applying for a less stressful and more stressful 

job. Stress level of the job varied as well as the type of logo that was used; some being 

foreign companies while others were domestic easily recognizable companies. When a 

mortality cue was administered, individuals were more likely to choose the high stress 

job, but only when it was associated with a domestic and familiar company (Wirth-Petrik, 

& Guenther, 2012. Thus, it seems that through coping strategies to deal with death 

anxiety, individuals could paradoxically be led to make decisions that (at least 

statistically) increase one’s chance for fatal or chronic, life threatening injury. 

To highlight this point, one study examined smoking behaviors and found that 

warnings of death on cigarette packs could increase smoking behaviors instead of 

decreasing them (Hansen, Winzeler, & Topolinski, 2010). The authors speculated that if 

one’s self-esteem is in some way tied to smoking behaviors, then attempts to bolster self-

esteem following the mortality salience cue of the death threat on the package could 

actually lead to more positive attitudes about smoking (Hansen, Winzeler, & Topolinski, 

2010). This helps retroactively explain some of the failure of “scared straight” tactics of 

attempting to decrease drug and alcohol use among teens and adults, as TMT 

implications suggest threats to one’s life only motivates them to further justify a 

maladaptive and self-esteem relevant behavior.  
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Studies of financial decision-making also support tenets of TMT. Researchers 

found that under a mortality salience condition, individuals with high, but not low, self-

esteem were more likely to engage in high risk-reward situations while individuals with 

low self-esteem were likely to be risk-averse (Landau & Greenberg, 2006). While this 

study used a risky social situation, other studies have found that participants under a 

mortality salience condition demonstrated higher risky decision making on the Iowa 

gambling task, a virtual card game made to simulate real-life decision making (Hart, 

Schwabach, & Solomon. 2010) and increases in mortality salience increased urges to 

gamble among those who were compulsive/problem gamblers (Rockloff, Browne, Li, & 

O'Shea, 2014). Findings like these could have implications for increased risky investing 

behaviors, willingness to spend more money on high risk-reward endeavors in hopes of 

achieving greater financial status, especially when self-esteem is high.  

 TMT research received greater national attention with regard to in-group, out-

group dynamics as it pertained to terrorism in the early 2000’s (Pyszczynski, Solomon, & 

Greenberg, 2003; Das, Bushman, Bezemer, Kerkhof & Vermeulen, 2009). As a result, 

TMT, originally championed by only a handful of theorists, became more popular in 

other areas of research and in fields outside of social psychology. This historical 

perspective is important to considering how TMT research began to focus on matters of 

religion and politics; with a meta-analysis done in 2010 (Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 

2010) depicting a number of experiments whose dependent variable was “support for 

G.W. Bush”. This shift in attention was not exclusive to TMT research however, as a 



18 

 

marked shift in career and job attitudes was also noted in wake of 9/11 (Wrzesniewski, 

2002). 

   As TMT ideas began to broaden in the areas in which it was studied, different 

researchers began to extend TMT into new topics not yet explored. One such area with 

scant research is that of vocational and career psychology. Grant and Wade-Benzoni 

(2009) reflected on the general negligence of occupational psychology:  

“we know little about how death awareness arises in organizations and why 

employees display divergent reactions when they experience it. Organizational scholars 

have been silent about the role of death awareness in work motivations (Sievers, 1986, 

1993)” 

In regards to the subject of death as a whole and Jonas, Kauffeld, Sullivan and 

Fritsche’s article (2011) with the title “Dedicate your life to the company!” was one of 

the first to highlight the important role of affiliation with defined organizations as a 

buffer of and refuge from death anxiety. In their article they make note of the lack of 

application of TMT research to career or organizational psychology: 

"It is interesting that to our knowledge, no studies have yet investigated whether 

people exhibit worldview defense in connection with business organizations, 

although work environments are clearly important subcultures around 

relationships between people with emotional and existential needs (Kramer, 

2002)" 

 

Only a single article has cited Jonas et al., namely Salgado, Pues, & de Calvo 

(2015) whose research determined the role organizational identity plays in one’s 

worldview. Their finding showed that if one identifies with one’s company, one is more 

likely to defend the company when criticized while under the influence of a mortality 
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cue. Results indicated that MS participants were more likely to defend their in-group, but 

only if they self-identified with that in-group. While minimal research has been 

conducted in the area of TMT as it relates to work and vocation, previous findings imply 

the possible utility of work as it relates to the TMT research. 

Psychology of Work and Terror Management Theory 

While the subject of death has been largely neglected within the literature in and 

surrounding vocational and I/O psychology, there are existing discourse whose 

theoretical framework, namely the Psychology of Work (Blustein, 2006; Blustein 2013), 

which lends itself to an ease of compatibility with many existing empirical findings from 

Terror Management Theory. The Psychology of Work framework was developed as a 

result of critique of previous models of career and vocational psychology whose 

underlying assumptions were that individuals had some level of agency in their work and 

career choices. Psychology of Work also borrows from feminist and multiculturalism in 

an attempt to specifically highlight inequalities between various demographics of peoples 

in order to create a vocational approach which is holistic, dynamic, and inclusive 

(Blustein, 2006; Blustein 2013). It is for this reason that the Psychology of Work 

framework shifts its discussion away from ideas of the career and instead, attempts to 

place the focus on the meaning of work alone (Blustein & Fouad, 2008).  

If the Psychology of Work framework is an attempt at holistic discourse around 

work in life, then it too must be open to discussion around death, and more specifically, 

the psycho-social implications of the knowledge of eventual termination of life on an 

individual’s work life. Death itself can be conceptualized as a topic of privilege, with 
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traditional career development models often assuming that a person’s life is in 

accordance with western life spans and exclusionary of complications or threats to life or 

health! Different individuals have different life expectancy based on their demographics, 

and difficulty/obstacles to sustain basic needs for safety and survival are more frequent 

and impact different demographics of peoples in different ways. Currently, Psychology of 

Work does not directly address these issues.  

Psychology of Work highlights three fundamental needs for work, and thus, 

highlights the functionality of work and its purpose/role in our lives: (1) Need for 

Survival/Power, (2) Need for Relatedness, and (3) Need for Self-Determination (Blustein, 

2006). Fulfilling these needs are an integral part to the experience of meaning from work. 

Meaning, and its existential counterpart, meaninglessness, are pillars of existential 

discussion (e.g., Yalom, 1980), and thus, are closely related to existential discussion on 

death. Another recent construct whose outcomes are predictive of adaptive meaning 

making is a concept known as calling (Dik & Duffy, 2009. With the ultimate objective of 

bridging TMT and Vocational Psychology concepts like work of meaning and calling are 

included in the discussion to illustrate theoretical similarities with interactions of TMT 

using the functions of work outlined by Psychology of Working as a framework.  

Work as a Means to Survival 

For the vast majority of individuals, work is a necessity for meeting basic human 

needs, such as food, water, shelter, modern amenities, electricity, heat, and plumbing. 

While it is possible to live in poverty, having and maintaining a job is often a matter of 

existential life-and-death. It may be for this reason that the symbolic power of money 
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seems to serve a function not only of meeting survival needs, but also placating 

existential anxieties; even serving as a buffer to death anxiety (Zaleskiewicz, 

Gasiorowska, Kesebir, Luszcynska & Pyszcynski, 2013). 

 Can death anxiety really influence our pull towards survivalist tendencies? 

Research shows that increases in death anxiety increase materialism, conspicuous 

consumption, and influence consumer decisions (Arndt, Solomon, Kasser, & Sheldon, 

2004). This includes potentially influencing food choices to be more indulgent (Ferraro, 

Shiv, & Bettman, 2005). Another study found that individuals exposed to a mortality 

salience cue were greedier, consumed more resources in a game, and had higher 

expectations for their future self in terms of wealth compared to participants in a neutral 

stimulus (Kasser & Sheldon, 2000). However, these results do not clearly support a direct 

association between mortality salience and survivalist consumption. One study found 

that, following the events of September 11th, individuals that reported a greater fear of 

becoming a victim of terrorism also showed a greater tendency for brand name 

(worldview enforcing) consumption and compulsive decision making when consuming 

(Choi, Kwon, & Lee, 2007). Another study demonstrated that: (1) explicit exposure to an 

insurance brand increased the accessibility of death-related thoughts, which, in turn, 

increased personal spending intentions, (2) implicit insurance brand exposure positively 

affected charity donations, a prosocial act associated with in-group worldview defense, 

and (3) subliminal brand exposure caused individuals who unconsciously observed an 

insurance brand to demonstrate greater worldview defending behavior than a control 

group (Fransen, Fennis, Pruyn, & Das, 2008). These results demonstrate that mortality 
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salience cues can serve both to motivate survivalist instinct to stockpile resource as well 

as enhance a bias towards familiar brands associated with one’s existing worldview. 

Researchers have asserted that materialism in and of itself is not maladaptive 

(Rindfleisch and Burroughs, 2004). Indeed, an increase in desire to obtain resources 

seems as though it would be an appropriate reaction to threat of decreased self-esteem in 

the same way that obtaining water quenches thirst and food satisfies hunger. Also noted 

are the cultural limitations from which these expressions of consumerism and materialism 

can be demonstrated, and thus, a note of caution when attempting to generalize TMT 

results to a global audience. However, if it is indeed the case that death anxiety can 

influence our consumption behaviors in some ways, albeit contingent on culture, then it is 

not a theoretical stretch to see how it could also influence the means by which we come 

to possess these material goods.  

As Yaakobi (2015) explains: 

“Work, in its broadest context, is one of the main activities with which most 

people are engaged for a large percentage of their time through their lives and is one of 

the most basic important activities to modern society”  

Researchers have noted that not only is work a necessity to meet one's basic 

survival needs, it is also of particular cultural relevance; as varying cultures put different 

degrees of importance on the role of work, and meeting said standards is a means of 

gaining in-group approval (Yaakobi, 2015). Following this line of reasoning, four studies 

were conducted. In the first study, a mortality salience cue led to a stronger desire to 

work than a control cue while the second study demonstrated that activating thoughts of 
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fulfillment of the desire to work served as a buffer to death anxiety following a mortality 

salience cue (Yaakobi, 2015). Not only this, but this reduction in death anxiety also 

reduced ones need for out-group derogation as a means to bolster self-esteem or defend 

one's worldview, demonstrated in study three. The fourth and final study demonstrated 

that having participants consider potential obstacles to finding a job led to higher death-

thought accessibility, but not higher accessibility of negative thoughts in general. This 

can be interpreted as becoming more sensitive to mortality salience cues as a result of 

contemplating inability to work and thus, higher death anxiety and associated 

consequences. However, this study looked merely at one's desire to work, and not 

whether or not it caused one to work. It can only be speculated that the actual behavior of 

working or engaging in one’s career interacts with the TMT model. However, additional 

research is needed to substantiate this hypothesis.  

Work as means to Self-Esteem and Power 

One of the primary tenets of TMT is dynamic interactions with the concept of 

self-esteem. Indeed, the “initial impetus for the development of TMT was to address the 

question of why people need self-esteem” (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt, & 

Schimel, 2004, p. 436).  In their empirical review, Pyszczynski et al., operationalized the 

concept of self-esteem as it is generally understood but also as it applies to TMT. Quoting 

an 1890 definition given by William James, self-esteem is “a person’s evaluation, or 

attitude toward him- or herself” which Pyszcnski extend to include “and that people are 

generally motivated to high levels of self-esteem and defend their self-esteem when it 

comes under threat.” (2004). Over the course of their review, they apply additional 
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addendums to their TMT perspective of self-esteem including (a) a personal value (b) 

based on belief in one’s cultural worldview (c) which determines whether one is living up 

to standards valued by said worldview that are (d) integrated into a unique individualized 

worldview by each person. TMT understands self-esteem as a culturally derived construct 

whose primary role is defensive in nature. As Pyszcnski et al., state (2004): 

“Self-esteem is a protective shield designed to control the potential for terror that 

results from awareness of the horrifying possibility that we humans are merely transient 

animals groping to survive in a meaningless universe, destined only to die and decay.” 

It is perhaps the emphasis on the contingency of culture that makes the TMT 

theory as it pertains to self-esteem both universal in impact yet highly varied in 

manifestation. Evidence has currently been compiled to demonstrate that self-esteem 

serves an anxiety-buffering function (for a review, see Solomon, Greenberg, & 

Pyszcynski, 1991; Speilberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene, 1970; Greenberg et al., 1993), 

reduces the effect of mortality salience on worldview defense and death-thought 

accessibility (for a review see Greenberg et al., 1997; Harmon-Jones et al., 1997; 

Harmon-Jones et al, 1997, Study 3) and that mortality salience increases self-esteem 

striving (Pyszczynski et al., 2004, Table 3).  

Barkow (1989) asserts that self-esteem is developed, in part, as a function of 

obtaining and maintaining valued place within society and that these “dominance 

hierarchies” within society are the result of cognitive evolutionary processes developed in 

our prehistoric ancestors. However, the direct contribution of power in TMT was not 

clearly defined until recently via research that demonstrated similar TMT properties as 
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self-esteem; namely a death anxiety buffering effect when perceived power was higher 

after being exposed to a mortality salience cue (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2016).  

Power is defined as “the ability to influence others through the control of 

resources” (Keltner et al., 2003). According to this definition, power is a function that 

flirts with economic ideals of resource control and quantity. To dramatically simplify, 

power can lead to greater resources and social influence, which allows greater 

opportunity to invest in fulfilling endeavors. 

“People can then use these resources to create and organize meaningful 

institutions, such as formal organization and social groups, that can persist into 

the future (Pauchant, 1995), thereby permitting people to establish a presence 

that is larger and more permanent than one’s physical, mortal self.” 

 

As alluded to in the above excerpt, Barkow’s dominance hierarchy is a potential 

ladder from which one can climb to obtain power and thus, resources that can be 

allocated to the preservation of self through indirect means, or forms of symbolic 

immortality (Deschnese et al., 2003). Work environments, especially industrial corporate 

structures, are in themselves a dominance hierarchy by which an individual may be 

promoted from one position to the next, and with each promotion, receive greater 

influence and authority normally accompanied by increases in monetary salary as well. 

Research has provided evidence that increased mortality salience lead to a greater desire 

for financial success (Kasser & Sheldon, 2000); and that money and finances are power-

related totems (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2016). Power is depicted as being universal in work 

organizations, where individuals are differentiated by a hierarchy of power (Pfeffer, 

2013) and thus, varying and competing reservoir of resources, financial, interpersonal or 

otherwise.  
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It has been asserted that self-esteem and power “go together” such that research 

comparing the two concluded “changes in self-esteem were completely mediated by 

changes in affective states” induced by changes in power (Wojciszke, Struzynska-

Kujalowicz, 2007). Increased power leads to increases in global self-esteem, while 

decreases in power reduce self-esteem. While both self-esteem and perceived power are 

measured subjectively, it is asserted that studying subjective power through mean of 

subjective social status may more accurately capture the role that work can play in a 

person’s life than merely studying subjective self-esteem.  

Work as Means to Self-Determination 

 The construct of self-determination as one of the basic needs defined by the 

Psychology of Work framework originates from Self-determination Theory. This is a 

theory of motivation referring to an authentic mode of being achieved by feelings of 

authoring the narrative of one’s own life (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Self-determination theory 

asserts that intrinsic motivation to one’s work leads to an experience of self-

determination. In turn, this motivation is both initiated and sustained by an authentic state 

of being. The experience of authenticity as both the product and origin of motivation is 

what differentiates self-determination from other constructs such as self-efficacy, or 

locus-of-control or other constructs of agency. Self-determination theory goes on to note 

that “extrinsically motivated activities can be internalized if people value the outcomes of 

these efforts and if people have access to supportive contextual conditions” (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000, p71; Deci & Ryan, 1985). In other words, even for individuals whose work is 

not performed of their own volition and from internal motivation, if the outcomes of the 
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measured are important aspects highlighted by previous terror management theory 

research. This is admittedly difficult due to the nature of data collection via online 

survey. Future research may consider forgoing online data collection for a more 

controlled option such as in-person administration at a fixed location. Researchers should 

strongly consider their available resources (e.g, time, monetary compensations, etc.,) 

when deciding how to recruit participants. While it has been asserted that experimental 

designs can be executed via Mechanical Turk (e.g., Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012) and 

that rigorous exclusion methods can be applied to improve the quality of data (e.g., 

Thomas & Clifford, 2017), it may require sophisticated experimental design and use of 

the Mturk interface.  

 Second, it is recommended that researchers increase the specificity of the sample 

they are attempting to gather data from. In this study, a wide range of vocational 

backgrounds were included in the sample, including individuals who identified as retired, 

or as students. It was also unspecified if certain demographic identifiers such as working 

part-time or full-time, included the use of Mechanical Turk as part of their working 

identity. Future research may benefit from looking more specifically at a single 

vocational identity to better specify results to one kind of working individual. In addition, 

future research may benefit from specifying between more traditional working careers, 

and boundaryless/protean careers made up of a constellation of temporary and/or 

precarious work. How one perceives their work could influence the existential 

significance and reflect differences in death anxiety buffering capabilities. Further 
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specification of these demographic characteristics could help to clarify for which groups 

of worker’s work is more or less a meaningful part of their life and identity.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, while a significant negative correlationS were demonstrated 

between notable work and vocational constructs, there was a lack of evidence to support 

that these work constructs play a role as moderators of death anxiety as informed by 

Terror Management Theory. It is possible that this lack of evidence could be a result of 

limitations of the study itself, as well as the unique demographics of using online 

crowdsourced workers to conduct research on vocational constructs. Thus, it is suggested 

that future research recruit participants with intention sampling a population which 

represents more traditional employment and career structures. It is also suggested that 

stricter parameters be used in the administration protocol in order to control for potential 

decreases in validity due to environmental and administration factors. While this 

particular study was unsuccessful in providing evidence that work constructs serve as a 

death anxiety buffer, further study is warranted before conclusive statements about the 

role work plays in mortality salience can be made.   
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Appendix A 

Demographics Questions 

Age: 

Gender: 

Race/Ethnicity: 

Hour worked per week 

Occupation Type: “What kinds of work do you currently participate in (include all work 

in the past month) 

Income Level: “How much money do you earn a month from work?” 

 

Mortality Salience Cue 

“In the provided space please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about your own death.” 

Control Cue 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about your favorite movie.” 

Filler/Benign Questions 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about fitness? 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about health? 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about your dream job? 

 “In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about spirituality? 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about a childhood role model? 

“In the provided space, please write, in one sentence, the first thing that comes to mind 

when you think about your favorite book? 
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The Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI) 

Work can mean a lot of different things to different people. The following items ask 

about how you see the role of work in your own life. Please honestly indicate how true 

each statement is for you and your work. 

 

 

1) I have found a meaningful career 

2)  I view my work as contributing to my personal growth 

3) My work really makes no difference to the world 

4) I understand how my work contributes to my life’s meaning 

5) I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful 

6) I know my work makes a positive difference in the world 

7) My work helps me better understand myself 

8) I have discovered work that has a satisfying purpose. 

9) My work helps me make sense of the world around me.  

10) The work I do serves a greater purpose 

 

Absolutely Untrue - Mostly Untrue - Neither True nor Untrue - Mostly True - Absolutely 

True 

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 
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Work Social Connectedness Scale – Revised 

Directions: Following are a number of statements that reflect various ways in which we 

view ourselves in our work environment. Rate the degree to which you agree or disagree 

with each statement using the following scale (1 = Strongly Disagree and 6 = Strongly 

Agree). There is no right or wrong answer. Do not spend too much time with any one 

statement and do not leave any unanswered. 

 

1) I feel comfortable in the presence of people I don’t know at work 

2) I am in tune with my workplace 

3) * Even among my coworkers, there is no sense of brother/sisterhood 

4) I fit in well in new situations at work 

5) I feel close to my coworkers 

6) I feel disconnected from my work place 

7) Even around the coworkers I know, I don't feel that I really belong 

8) I see people at work as friendly and approachable 

9) I feel like an outsider at work 

10) I feel understood by the people I know in my workplace 

11) I feel distant from people at work 

12) I am able to relate to my peers 

13) I have little sense of togetherness with my peers 

14) I find myself actively involved in group projects at work 

15) I catch myself losing a sense of connectedness with my workplace 

16) I am able to connect with other people at work 

17) I see myself as a loner while working 

18) I don’t feel related to most people at work  

19) My coworkers feel like family 

20) I don't feel I participate with anyone or any group while working 

Strongly Disagree - Disagree - Mildly Disagree - Mildly Agree - Agree - Strongly Agree 

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
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Death Anxiety Questionnaire 

 

Instructions: For each of the following items, indicate your response according to the 

following scale. 

 

0 = not at all; 1 = somewhat; 2 = very much 

 

1) Do you worry about dying? 

2) Does it bother you that you may die before you have done everything you wanted to 

do? 

3) Do you worry that you may be very ill for a long time before you die? 

4) Does it upset you to think others may see you suffering before you die? 

5) Do you worry that dying may be very painful? 

6) Do you worry that the persons closest to you won’t be with you when you are dying? 

7) Do you worry that you may be alone when you are dying? 

8) Does the thought bother you that you might lose control of your mind before death? 

9) Do you worry that expenses connected with your death will be burden to other people? 

10) Does it worry you that your instructions or will about belongings may not be carried 

out after you die? 

11) Are you afraid that you may be buried before you are really dead? 

12) Does the thought of leaving loved ones behind when you die disturb you? 

13) Do you worry that those you care about may not remember you after your death? 

14) Does the thought worry you that with death you may be gone forever? 

15) Are you worried about not knowing what to expect after death? 
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The MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status 

Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in their communities.  

People define community in different ways; please define it in whatever way is most 

meaningful to you. At the top of the ladder are the people who have the highest standing 

in their community. At the bottom are the people who have the lowest standing in their 

community.  

Where would you place yourself on this ladder? 

Please place a large “X” on the rung where you think you stand at this time in your life, 

relative to other people in your community.  

                                                                                                   

1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . 4 . . . 5 . . . 6 . . . 7 . . . 8 . . . 9 . . . 10 
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Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction in General 

Please read each of the following items carefully, thinking about how it relates to your 

life, and then indicate how true it is for you. Use the following scale to respond: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

   Not at all true  somewhat true very true 

1) I feel like I am free to decide for myself how to live my life.  

2) I really like the people I interact with. 

3) Often, I do not feel very competent. 

4) I feel pressured in my life. 

5) People I know tell me I am good at what I do. 

6) I get along with people I come into contact with. 

7) I pretty much keep to myself and don't have a lot of social contacts. 

8) I generally feel free to express my ideas and opinions. 

9) I consider the people I regularly interact with to be my friends. 

10) I have been able to learn interesting new skills recently. 

11) In my daily life, I frequently have to do what I am told. 

12) People in my life care about me 

13) Most days I feel a sense of accomplishment from what I do 

14) People I interact with on a daily basis tend to take my feelings into consideration 

15) In my life I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am. 

16) There are not many people that I am close to 

17) I feel like I can pretty much be myself in my daily situations. 

18) The people I interact with regularly do not seem to like me much. 

19) I often do not feel very capable. 

20) There is not much opportunity for me to decide for myself how to do things in my 

daily life. 

21) People are generally pretty friendly towards me. 
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Appendix B 

 

University of Denver 

Department of Counseling Psychology 
  

Principal Investigator: Pat Garriott, Ph.D.  

Student Investigator: Julian Frazier  

Title of Study: Working For a Living: A Terror Management Theory Approach to 

Finding Meaning in Vocation 

Purpose 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. This research study is being 

conducted in partial fulfillment of requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

by student researcher Julian Frazier of the University of Denver, Counseling Psychology 

program. The overall purpose of this research is to help understand the connections 

between vocation, work and individual well-being.  

  

Procedures:  
If you participate in this research study, you will be asked to complete several online 

questionnaires. These questionnaires include items about your life experiences, work 

aptitude, and career. Completing the questionnaires should take approximately 10-15 

minutes. 

  

Voluntary Participation 
Participating in this research study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to 

participate now, you may change your mind and stop at any time. You may choose not to 

answer any survey question for any reason without penalty or other benefits to which you 

are entitled. (Note: participants are only entitled full compensation) 

 

Risks or Discomforts 
The only associated risk in participating in this study is the discomfort a person may feel 

in thinking about sensitive and important personal experiences. The level of discomfort 

experienced when completing this survey will most likely vary from person to person. If 

you feel discomfort, please call the National Suicide Prevention Line at 1-800-273-TALK 

or 1-800-273-8255. Alternatively, you can log on to http://www.crisischat.org. The URL 

will link you with the Lifeline Crisis Chat, which can provide online emotional support, 

crisis intervention, and suicide prevention services. Chat specialists will listen and 

support you through whatever difficult times you may be facing. Additionally, you also 

can call the United Way Helpline at 1-800-233-HELP or 1-800-233-4357, which can help 

you locate appropriate support services in your area. 
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Benefits 
Possible benefits of participation include contribution to the scientific community and to 

understanding the connection between vocation, work and well-being.  

 

Incentives to participate 
If you do choose to participate in this study, you will be eligible for a compensation 

payment via the Mechanical Turk interface at a rate of $.01 per question answered for a 

total of $.81 upon full completion.  

 

Confidentiality 
The researcher will de-identify data to keep your information safe throughout this study. 

Your individual identity will be kept private when information is shared, presented, or 

published about this study. 

 

However, should any information contained in this study be the subject of a court order 

or lawful subpoena, the University of Denver might not be able to avoid compliance with 

the order or subpoena. The research information may be shared with federal agencies or 

local committees who are responsible for protecting research participants. 

 

Before you begin, please note that the data you provide may be collected and used by 

Qualtrics as per its privacy agreement. This research is only for U.S. residents over the 

age of 18 (or 19 in Nebraska). Please be mindful to respond in private and through a 

secured Internet connection for your privacy. Your confidentiality will be maintained to 

the degree permitted by the technology used. Specifically, no guarantees can be made 

regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet by any third parties. 

 

Questions 
If you have any questions about this project or your participation, please feel free to 

contact primary researcher Julian Frazier at Julian.Frazier@du.edu and/or research 

supervisor/supervisor Patton.Garriott at 303-871- 6758 or Pat.Garriott@du.edu at any 

time. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about your research participation or rights as a 

participant, you may contact the DU Human Research Protections Program by emailing 

IRBAdmin@du.edu or calling (303) 871-2121 to speak to someone other than the 

researcher 

 

Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether you 

would like to participate in this research study. If you agree to the terms of this document, 

please continue to the next page. 
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If you decide to participate, your completion of the research procedures indicates your 

consent. Please keep this form for your records. 

  

  

________________________________               ________________________________ 

Signature of Study Participant                    Signature of Researcher 

  

  

_____________________________         ______________________________ 

Date                        Date  

 

 

 


