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Introduction: Terror Management Theory (TMT) concerns mortality salience's effect on human
psychological functions. The first purpose of this study was to examine the efficacy of pictorial
manipulation in inducing death threats based on this theory. The second purpose of this study was
to compare Death-Thought Accessibility (DTA) resulting from inducing COVID-19 threat against
DTA resulting from a death threat.

Methods: Participants were 148 university students who were randomly assigned to one of the six
experimental conditions specified by threat type (death, COVID-19, toothache) and delay (non-de-
layed, delayed) as factors. Respondents were first presented with the pictorial manipulation centering
on threat type, and following that, either immediately (non-delayed condition) or after an irrelevant
task (delayed condition), responded to the Lexical Decision Task (LDT) to assess DTA.

Results: The reaction time to death-related stimuli was lower than negative stimuli following
inducing death but no other types of threat. Moreover, the pattern of DTA resulting from inducing
COVID-19 threat was more similar to that of a death threat in the delayed condition compared to
the non-delayed condition.

Conclusion: The present study’s findings point to the efficacy of the proposed pictorial method to
induce mortality salience. Moreover, the pattern yielded for the COVID-19 threat suggests that more
death thoughts were elicited in response to COVID-19 than a death threat. A possible explanation
for these findings concerns the high strength and concreteness of the association between a disease

and death during its pandemic.

Citation: Nejat P, Heirani Tabas A. The effect of pictorial induction of death and Coronavirus threat on death thought acces-
sibility: An experimental study based on Terror Management Theory. Advances in Cognitive Sciences. 2022;24(2):71-83.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Death is among the most ubiquitous threats in human life,
and thus, thoughts of death result in considerable anxiety,
which must be constantly fended off by the use of specific
psychological defenses (4). Terror Management Theory
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(TMT), an existential theory in the realm of experimen-
tal psychology, was proposed to account for the effect of
mortality salience on cognition and behavior (5, 6). Two

methodological concerns related to this theory include in-
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duction of death threat and assessment of death thought
accessibility. Indeed, to study the effect of a death threat
on psychological functions, it must first be established
that a particular manipulation procedure increases death
thought accessibility.

Various procedures have been employed to induce
mortality salience across the TMT literature (7-9, 12).
Some of them possess a conscious nature and thus re-
quire a time delay after manipulation for the detection
of Death-Thought Accessibility (DTA). This is because
inducing death threat in consciousness stimulates prox-
imal defenses, or suppression, to remove anxiety-laden
death thoughts from consciousness. However, after an
unavoidable delay and attention distraction, suppression
is relaxed. As a result, death thoughts become highly ac-
cessible at the hinge of consciousness (11).

The present study aimed first to assess the efficacy of a
pictorial manipulation in inducing death threat (Hypoth-
esis 1) and second to compare the effect of COVID-19
threat against that of death and control threat on the basis
of this theory. To the best of our knowledge, no empirical
study has yet examined the effect of COVID-19 threat
salience on the accessibility of death thoughts. Given the
terror caused by Coronavirus during the pandemic and the
everyday death toll associated with that (18), this research
anticipated that COVID-19 threat manipulation would
elicit a similar level of DTA as death threat (Hypothesis
2). Moreover, given the less explicit nature of the pictorial
manipulation, it was hypothesized that the effect of threat
induction on DTA would not depend on delay for either

death (Hypothesis 3) or COVID-19 (Hypothesis 4) threat.

Methods

Participants were 148 Iranian university students (70.3%
female, mean age=21.25, SD=3.26) who were randomly
assigned to one of the six experimental conditions speci-

fied by threat type (death, COVID, toothache) and delay
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(non-delayed, delayed). To assess death thought accessi-
bility, and following Arndt et al. (13), a Lexical Decision
Task (LDT), consisting of 70 trials (ten practice, 30 non-
words, ten neutral, ten negative, and ten death-related)
was used. The task involved presenting one word at a
time, instructing the participant to press K for words and
D for non-words. Lower reaction time to death stimuli
indicated a higher DTA.

In an online study relying on voluntary participation,
respondents were first presented with 11 images (three
neutral, eight death-/COVID-19-related). After the pre-
sentation of each image for five seconds on the screen,
they responded to a question about the size, shape, col-
or, or orientation of one of the visual components in that
image. The delayed group completed an irrelevant ver-
bal task for four minutes before proceeding to the LDT,
while the non-delay group answered to LDT immediately
after viewing images. Prior to data analysis, according to
Arndt et al. (13), trials with incorrect responses, as well
as those with reaction times outside 200-2000 millisec-
onds, were removed, and mean reaction times were cal-

culated for neutral, negative, and death-related words.

Results

Experimental groups did not differ with respect to ei-
ther age or sex ratio. Mean reaction time to negative,
and death words were regressed to mean reaction time to
neutral words to control for individual differences in re-
action time. A mixed analysis of variance with threat type
and delay as between-subjects factors and stimulus type
(negative, death) as the within-subjects factor was run
on regression residuals. The only significant effect in the
analysis of variance was that of the two-way interaction
of stimulus type and threat type, F(2, 142)=3.20, P=0.044.
Simple effect tests to track the significant interaction term
revealed that reaction time to death-related stimuli in the

death threat condition, t(50)=-0.02, P=0.049, but not other
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types of threat manipulation, ts<1.15, ps>0.24, was lower
than negative stimuli. This confirmed Hypothesis 1 regard-
ing the efficacy of this method in inducing death threats.
However, inconsistent with Hypothesis 2, the COVID-19
threat did not differ significantly from toothache (control
condition) in stimulating death thought accessibility.

In line with Hypothesis 3, the three-way interaction of
threat type, stimulus type, and the delay was insignifi-
cant for the two-leveled death/toothache threat type, F(1,
94)=2.39, P=0.125. However, contrary to Hypothesis 4,
the three-way interaction of threat type, stimulus type, and
the delay was significant for the two-leveled COVID-19/
toothache threat type, F(1, 93)=4.19, P=0.043. More
specifically, death thought accessibility in response to
the COVID-19 threat was more similar to that of death
type in the delayed condition. In other words, DTA in
response to the COVID-19 threat tended to be low and

high in non-delayed and delayed conditions, respectively.

Conclusion

The present study’s findings suggest that the proposed
pictorial manipulation effectively induces mortality sa-
lience. Therefore, it can be used in future studies to elic-
it death thoughts, particularly in online surveys, due to
its relative ease of implementation. Moreover, given the
lack of moderation of the effect of a death threat on DTA
by delay, this method can be assumed to be less direct
than conscious verbal methods commonly employed in
the TMT literature.

Four possibilities can be imagined with respect to the rela-
tionship between COVID-19 and death threat as follows:
1. COVID-19 is not associated with death.

2. COVID-19 is only implicitly related to death.

3. COVID-19 threat is similar to and equal to the death
threat.

4. COVID-19 threat elicits more potent thoughts of death
compared with death threat itself.
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The first possibility suggests low DTA in both delay and
non-delay conditions. The second possibility involves
high DTA immediately after the manipulation. For the
third possibility to be correct, the pattern should not dif-
fer from death. The pattern yielded for COVID-19 threat
in the present study can only be consistent with the fourth
possibility, wherein the delay increased accessibility of
death thoughts. However, the COVID-19 threat interact-
ed with delay in a different manner from the death threat.
In conclusion, the pattern yielded for the COVID-19
threat points to its more substantial potential to evoke
death thoughts than death induction itself, similar to prior
findings regarding cancer (13). A possible explanation for
these findings is the more concrete nature of the death
threat caused by COVID-19 due to constant coverage of
its death toll in news and media and the availability of ev-
eryday cases. A similar effect has been found with respect
to cancer in the TMT literature.

Limitations of the present study include the relatively
young age of participants and the particular time of data
collection, i.e., not very long after the pandemic outbreak.
Future researchers are recommended to investigate the
effect of systematic variation of the pictorial induction
method on DTA. A second possible direction involves
exploring the moderating role of individual differences

in the perception of vulnerability to disease.
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