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Abstract
Terror Management Theory assumes the existence of two basic buffers against mortality salience: self-esteem and worldview.
The aim of the current paper is to propose another buffer against mortality salience, namely spiritual transcendence. In the first
study, we studied the impact of activation of spiritual transcendence as a moderator of mortality salience. Activating spiritual
transcendence reduced the effect of the increase of the level of altruistic tendencies after exposure to mortality salience. In the
second study, we replicated this finding based on the research procedures of former TMT research, using essay attacking
participants’ worldview. Results showed that spiritual transcendence acts as a buffer against mortality salience both among
religious and non-religious individuals. Therefore, spiritual transcendence seems to be an additional buffer against mortality
salience, independent from worldview and self-esteem, and it could be further examined from TMT perspective.
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Although interest in the interrelationship between attitudes
toward death and religiosity is not new (Lee et al. 2013;
Neimeyer et al. 2004; Spilka et al. 2003), empirical research
exploring the relationship between death anxiety and spiritu-
ality are relatively rare. Many studies addressing this issue
focus on individuals or their families who are facing the end
of life issues, and/or poorly distinguish between religiosity
and spirituality (Cicirelli 2011; Currier et al. 2013; Doka
2011). In the past, Terror Management Theory (TMT) has
evolved as one of the most important and dominant theories
in the field of death anxiety. TMToffers an explanation of how
religiosity may serve as a defensive mechanism that mediates
mortality salience. This theory assumes the presence of two
buffers, which could be labeled as Bclassical^ – self-esteem
and a personal worldview that potentially incorporates

religious beliefs – against the awareness of one’s own death
(Solomon et al. 1991, 2004). Both these buffers operate in a
similar manner among all individuals, therefore they could be
assumed to be universal ones.

In recent years, some alternative theories and additional
buffers have been proposed. Meaning Maintenance Theory
(Heine et al. 2006), for example, explains results obtained
by TMT researchers as a general process, termed Bfluid
compensation^. This process operates when the individual
experiences situations they define as meaningless. Fluid com-
pensation identifies mortality salience as one of many threats
to meaning. There are also some alternative buffers against
mortality salience proposed, such as symbolic immortality
(Florian and Mikulincer 1998) or close relationships
(Mikulincer et al. 2003). The aim of the current paper is to
explore the role of a clearly defined new buffer against mor-
tality salience: spiritual transcendence. First, we aimed to in-
dicate that spiritual transcendence will reduce some of the
typical effects of MS. Second, effects of spiritual transcen-
dence was studied among believers and non-believers to indi-
cate its independence from religiosity.

In the first study, we focused on identifying the role of
activation of spiritual transcendence as a moderator of effects
of mortality salience on prosocial behaviors. In the second
study, we aim to replicate the findings of Greenberg et al.
(1990), to indicate that spiritual transcendence acts as a buffer
against mortality salience both among religious and non-
religious individuals as it inhibits increasing negative
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evaluation of anti-Polish essay (and its author) after exposure
to mortality salience.

Terror Management Theory and Buffers
against Mortality Salience

Terror Management Theory (TMT) assumes the existence of
self-esteem as an individual buffer and a shared worldview as
a cultural buffer against awareness of one’s own mortality.
Numerous studies present the effects of mortality salience
(Greenberg et al. 1990; Lifshin et al. 2017; Rosenblatt et al.
1989; Wilson and Bernas 2011). In addition, the authors dif-
ferentiate between proximal and distal defense mechanisms as
buffers to fear of death and dying (Pyszczynski et al. 1999).
The question of whether buffers proposed by TMTare unique
is not new (Florian and Mikulincer 1998). The oldest and best
known among other potential buffers is the searching for
meaning in life (Frankl 1963; Maddi 1970). Florian and
Mikulincer (1998) as based on Lifton’s (1979) work, focus
on personal continuity and transcendence as defense mecha-
nisms against death anxiety. They operationalize this mecha-
nism as symbolic immortality. According to Lifton (1979),
symbolic immortality is a result of interpreting life in different
ways: (1) the sense of generational continuity from the past to
the present; (2) the sense that one’s own works will pertain
after his or her death; (3) the sense that the individual is a part
of universe which transcends a single being; (4) the sense that
death can transcend via religiosity and spirituality; (5) the
sense that individuals can lose themselves in experiences of
optimal performance or other flow experiences. Symbolic im-
mortality could be expressed in many forms, as the urgency to
having children (Conrad 2009) or engaging in collective ac-
tion (Elad-Strenger 2016). Interestingly, symbolic immortality
has much in common with spiritual transcendence (Piedmont
1999), despite Piedmont did not refer to this construct in his
works. Therefore, as spiritual transcendence is a well-defined
and established psychological construct, it would offer an in-
teresting supplementation to the former works on symbolic
immortality as a possible defense mechanism against mortal-
ity salience.

Spiritual Transcendence as Plausible Buffer
against Mortality Salience

Spiritual transcendence (ST), such as defined by Piedmont
(1999), is particularly promising as a possible buffer against
mortality salience since it is assumed to be culturally universal
in that it constitutes a basic personality trait and has a visible
motivational aspect. Spiritual transcendence Brefers to the ca-
pacity of individuals to stand outside of their immediate sense
of time and place to view life from a larger, more objective

perspective^ (Piedmont 1999, p. 988). Spiritual transcendence
is a multi-faceted personality trait, constituted by prayer
fulfillment, the ability to create a personal space that enables
one to feel a positive connection to some larger reality;
universality, the belief in a larger meaning and purpose to life;
and connectedness, feelings of belonging and responsibility to
a larger human reality that cuts across generations and groups
(Piedmont 2010, 2012).

Religion is only one of the ways in which motivation as-
sociated to STcan find expression (Piedmont 1999, 2001). As
a result, it is possible that atheistic individuals could manifest
high levels of spirituality, but it will be associated with do-
mains other than religious. Therefore, we postulate that two
main forms of STcould be distinguished. The first one may be
called a religious transcendence and encompasses those forms
of spiritual transcendence that are associated with belief in a
Higher Being as well as the afterworld, prayer, and other reli-
giously related content. The second formmay be called a non-
religious transcendence and it encompasses all forms of ST
which are not associated with the religious content. One ex-
ample of a non-religious transcendence is connectedness, or
Ba belief that one is part of a larger human orchestra^
(Piedmont 1999, p. 989) while another example is universality
– Ba belief in the unitive nature of life^ (p. 989). These two
forms could be empirically distinguished. For instance, only a
non-religious form of spiritual transcendence inhibits spend-
ing money on status-related goods (an expression of material-
ism) in mortality salience condition, whilst religious form
does not (Żemojtel-Piotrowska and Piotrowski 2016).

Florian and Mikulincer (1998) indicated that symbolic im-
mortality could serve as a defense mechanism against mortal-
ity salience. Symbolic immortality, however, seems not to be a
universal buffer, contrary to the classical buffers: self-esteem
and shared worldview proposed by Solomon et al. (1991).
Symbolic immortality is related to some kind of worldview,
as it is a specific conviction about the nature of human life and
it is a part of many religious systems (Lifton and Olson 1974).
Effects of symbolic immortality on mortality salience were
observed only among persons who hold this belief (i.e.,
among individuals who had high levels of this conviction,
see Florian and Mikulincer 1998). On the other hand,
Meaning Maintenance Model describes a very general mech-
anism of reaffirming others that are not directly related to
mental representation and allows for the inclusion of nearly
any set of buffers in its description.

As explained by Florian and colleagues, spiritual transcen-
dence operates in a similar manner since it allows for symbolic
immortality due to transcending individual experience (by es-
tablishing a symbolic bond between self and universe or con-
nectedness to other human beings). However, contrary to
Florian andMikulincer, we expect that spiritual transcendence
is a universal mechanism, in this regard that it operates in a
similar manner among people who are believers and non-
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believers. Furthermore, we consider two forms of spiritual
transcendence, in religious and a non-religious form.
Because in the classic version of TMT, religion could be
regarded as a type of worldview, indicating that only religious-
ly infused spiritual transcendence serves as a defense mecha-
nism against mortality salience is not convincing. For in-
stance, Dechesne et al.’ (2003) studies on literal immortality
showed that when participants read an essay describing scien-
tific evidence supporting the existence of life after death, the
effect of mortality salience disappeared. For this reason, we do
not discard the alternative explanation that spiritual transcen-
dence in a religious form is a unique and exclusive worldview.
However, we expect that spiritual transcendence in a non-
religious form also reduces anxiety related to death subse-
quent to being exposed to content that evokes awareness of
one’s own mortality.

Based on the review done above, following research ques-
tions have been asked: (1) will spiritual transcendence activa-
tion work as a moderator of effects of mortality salience on
prosocial behaviors and worldview defense? (2) will the ef-
fects of spiritual transcendence activation be the same for be-
lievers and non-believers?

Study 1

This study aimed to check if spiritual transcendence acts as a
buffer against mortality salience, i.e. reduces the typical effect
of MS. Previous studies have documented increases in
altruistic behavior when mortality salience is activated
(Hirschberger et al. 2008; Wilson and Bernas 2011).
Therefore, we activated mortality salience and then spiritual
transcendence and contrasted this manipulation with mortality
salience condition without spiritual transcendence activation
and with the control condition. We expected that the tendency
for altruistic behavior will be higher in the mortality salience
condition than in the control group while in the group with
activated death anxiety followed by activation of spiritual
transcendence, the level of this tendency will be the same as
in the control condition. We did not formulate expectations
toward the main effect of spiritual transcendence on helping
behaviors because the relationship between these variables
was irrelevant for our research problem.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 140 high school students (101 wom-
en, Mage = 17.31, SD = 0.66) from Poland. The study was
anonymous and had no time limits. Informed consent was

obtained from all individual participants included in this
study.

Procedure and Materials

The study was designed on between-subject comparisons, ac-
cording to experimental 2 (mortality salience: present vs. ab-
sent) × 3 (spiritual transcendence (ST): a religious form vs. a
non-religious form vs. absent) design.

Activating of mortality salience was based on Greenberg
et al. (1990) research procedure. Participants were asked to
write up an answer to two questions. In the mortality salience
condition, participants were asked to write about the emotions
that accompany thoughts of their own death, and what would
happen to their bodies after they die. In the control condition,
participants were asked to write about the emotions they feel
when they watch TV and what happens to their bodies when
they ride a bicycle.

Activating religious and non-religious transcendence
was based on analogical procedure. In the religious tran-
scendence condition, participants were asked to write up
answers on following questions: (1) Bdescribe as detailed
as you can, what traits would God have if he was a
human^; and (2) Bwhat emotions do you feel while you
are praying? If you do not pray, what do you think, what
emotions people who do pray feel?^. In the non-religious
transcendence condition, participants were asked to (1)
Bdescribe as detailed as you can, what you have in com-
mon with other people, those who lived before you, who
are living now, and who will live in the future^ and (2)
Bwhat emotions do you feel while thinking about being a
part of the universe^. Participants in the control condi-
tions were asked to: (1) Bdescribe as detailed as you
can, what happens with your body during ice skating^;
(2) Bwhat emotions do you feel while you think about
your typical day?^

Each student was asked if they would be willing partici-
pants in an experiment about Bimagination and social beliefs^
when they volunteered. Then participants were randomly
assigned to one of six conditions: (1) mortality salience
(MS); (2) religious spiritual transcendence (RST); (3) nonre-
ligious spiritual transcendence (NST); (4) mortality salience
followed by RST; (5) mortality salience followed by NST; (6)
control condition. In each one condition participants answered
four questions. In mortality salience condition participants
answered questions activating MS and two control questions:
one about ice skating and one about a typical day. In RST and
NST conditions they answered two questions related to acti-
vating ST (each form respectively) and then answered ques-
tions about watching TV and riding a bicycle. In the control
condition, they answered all four control condition questions.

Upon assignment to groups they were presented with
an information: BIn our city, we have a local therapeutic
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center working for children from our local community .̂
Then they were asked how many hours of their own
time they would be willing to contribute toward helping
the children who receive services at this therapeutic
center (open answer).

Pre-Test A pilot study was conducted in order to test the ef-
fectiveness of spiritual transcendence manipulation. One hun-
dred twenty university students (80 females, 32 males,
Mage = 22.26, SD = 2.41) participated in the study as a part
of their psychology course. After activating spiritual transcen-
dence in religious and non-religious form (in the man-
ner described earlier), participants were asked to com-
plete the Scale of Spiritual Transcendence (Piotrowski
et al. 2013). This scale contains 22 questions measuring
spiritual transcendence as described in Piedmont’s
(1999) theory. The Scale of Spiritual Transcendence
has high reliability (α = .87) and confirmed validity. In
order to check for manipulation effectiveness, planned
contrast comparing two ST conditions against control
the group were conducted. Analyses showed that,
confirming manipulation effectiveness, participants had
higher scores in SST after religious (M = 74.10, SD =
7.31) or non-religious (M = 71.31, SD = 11.36) ST acti-
vation as compared to the control group (M = 49.28,
SD = 5.55), t(101.80) = 16.80, p < .001, d = 2.65.
Moreover, there was no difference between a religious
and a non-religious ST conditions, p = .199.

Results

In order to examine changes in altruistic behavior after exper-
imental manipulation, a 2 × 3 ANOVA was completed. There
were no main effects of mortality salience, F(1, 134) = 0.56,
p = .455, or spiritual transcendence, F(2, 134) = 1.11, p = .333.
Analyses showed only the predicted interaction between mor-
tality salience and spiritual transcendence, F(2, 134) =.

3.93, p = .021, η2 = .06. Post-hoc comparisons showed
that in the condition without spiritual transcendence,
mortality salience increased one’s readiness for altruistic
behavior, p = .016. In the condition of religious tran-
scendence, there was no effect of mortality salience on
altruistic behavior, p = .303. There was also no effect of
mortality salience on altruistic behavior in the condition
of non-religious transcendence, p > .339. Results are pre-
sented in Fig. 1. Our results demonstrate that spiritual
transcendence in both religious form and non-religious
form acts as a buffer against death anxiety. The effect
of transcendence on altruistic behavior was insignificant,
indicating that spiritual transcendence just reduces the
effect of activating mortality salience.

Study 2

In Study 1, we showed that spiritual transcendence acts
as a buffer against mortality salience. However, our
procedure and dependent variable were rather atypical
as compared to classic studies such as those reported
by Greenberg et al. (1990) and Solomon et al. (1991).
Moreover, we did not indicate that spiritual transcen-
dence is truly a universal (i.e., present among all indi-
viduals) buffer since we did not control for the religi-
osity of our participants. For these reasons, one could
expect that spiritual transcendence might act as a buffer
against mortality salience only among religious individ-
uals. To rule out this possibility in Study 2, we adhered
to the procedure reported by TMT authors and conduct-
ed research employing a sample of individuals from the
general population in Poland who expressed faith in a
higher power and those who indicated they are non-be-
lievers. We expected that spiritual transcendence in non-
religious form would act as a buffer against mortality
salience both among believers and atheists, congruent
with an assumption about universal character of spiritu-
ality as a personal trait, not related to religious beliefs
(Piedmont 1999).

Method

Participants

Two hundred and twelve (115 women, Mage = 27.20, SD =
5.50) Polish users of the internet panel Ariadna participated
in the study in exchange for receiving points in the panel’s
loyalty program. One hundred twenty-eight of the participants
identified as Christians (mostly Catholics, as this denomina-
tion prevails in Polish society) while 84 described themselves
as atheists.
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Procedure and Materials

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the following
conditions, according to the 2 (atheist vs. Catholic) × 2 (mor-
tality salience: present vs. absent) × 3 (spiritual transcendence:
in religious form vs. in non-religious form vs. absent) exper-
imental design. Subsequent to the assignment, all participants
completed a filler task, i.e., the scale used in measuring the
response styles labeled as BPreferences Scale^ (Jakubowska
2005). At the last stage of the study, participants read an essay
attacking Polish worldview, in which the author discussed the
limited and unimportant role of Polish culture in the world.
After reading the essay, participants answered questions about
it and about its author. Activation of mortality salience and
spiritual transcendence were identical to Study 1.

After assignment to the one of six experimental condition
and answering on four questions (see Study 1), participants
responded to 10 items of filler task (e.g., BI prefer modern
furniture over classical ones^; or BDogs are more friendly than
cats^) with Likert scale format response options ranging from
1 (definitely not) to 7 (definitely yes). Finally, they read a one-
page long anti-Polish essay (in analogy to anti-American es-
say used by Greenberg et al. 1990) and were asked six ques-
tions with Likert scale format response options ranging from 1
(definitely not) to 6 (definitely yes). The six items are as fol-
lows: (1) Author has wide knowledge on the topic, (2) Essay
is written in clear, elegant language, (3) I agree with the au-
thor’s point of view, (4) The essay is true and accurate, (5)
Author of the essay seems to be a nice person, (6) The author
of the essay seems to be an intelligent person. These six ques-
tions created a scale measuring attitude toward essay. Higher
results on this scale (mean scores) indicate a more positive
evaluation of the author and the essay. Reliability of this scale
was high, α = 0.89.

Results

Scores of the scale measuring attitude toward the author of the
anti-Polish essay were subjected to a 2 x 2 x 3 ANOVA. There
were no main effects of mortality salience, F(1, 200) = 0.16, p
= .686, nor spiritual transcendence on assessment of the anti-
Polish essay, F(2, 200) = 0.44, p = .647. There was an
unexpected main effect for being an atheist, F(1, 200) =
5.52, p = .020, η2 = 0.03. Believers evaluated both the
essay and author more positively (M = 4.07, SD = 0.68)
than atheists (M = 3.85, SD = 0.85).

Analyses showed the predicted interaction between mortal-
ity salience and spiritual transcendence, F(2, 200) = 3.65, p =
.028, η2 = 0.04. Post-hoc comparisons further demonstrated
that in the condition without spiritual transcendence, mortality
salience resulted in the more negative evaluation of the anti-
Polish essay, p = .048, showing the direction of the

predictions. In the condition of religious transcendence, there
was no effect of mortality salience on evaluation, p = .131.
There was also no effect of mortality salience on evaluation in
the condition of non-religious transcendence, p = .298.
Overall, results indicate that spiritual transcendence acts as a
buffer against mortality salience irrespective of its form.
Results (without split for Catholics and atheists) are presented
in Fig. 2.

No significant interactions were observed between being
an atheist and mortality salience, F(2, 200) = 0.13, p = .723,
and between being an atheist and spiritual transcendence, F(2,
200) = 2.98, p = .053. There was also no interaction between
mortality salience, spiritual transcendence and being an athe-
ist, F(2, 200) = 0.73, p = .483. Overall, findings demonstrate
that spiritual transcendence acts as a buffer against mortality
salience both among believers and non-believers.

Discussion

In both studies, activation of spiritual transcendence when
participants were confronted with their own mortality
protected against effects typically observed after activating
death anxiety: altruistic behavior (Study 1) and a decrease in
the evaluation of essay (and its author) attacking personal
worldview (Study 2). No differences between religious and
non-religious form were found in either study and in Study 2
religious identity did not affect the results. This last result
suggests that spiritual transcendence could be a universal buff-
er, as it works among all individuals, regardless of their reli-
giosity level.

Our findings are similar to results from prior studies that
suggest spiritual transcendence acts as a buffer against mor-
tality salience (Żemojtel-Piotrowska and Piotrowski 2016).
The present work expands upon previous papers in terms of
symbolic immortality (Florian and Mikulincer 1998) and lit-
eral immortality (Dechesne et al. 2003) since the spiritual
transcendence concept offers a more in-depth explanation of
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why this phenomenon could serve as an additional buffer
against mortality salience. First, spiritual transcendence is in-
dependent of self-esteem and personal world-view, as it is not
related to religion, it is universal, and, as proven by Piedmont
(1999), it is a basic personality trait. On the other hand, it is
possible that spiritual transcendence acts as a buffer against
mortality salience because it allows for experiencing symbolic
immortality (Lifton 1979) or even a belief in literal
immortality. This last possibility requires further re-
search. Also, our results are congruent with those found by
Mikulincer et al. (2003) on the importance of close relation-
ships. Connectedness, a component of spiritual transcendence,
assumes positive bonds with other people. Therefore,
experiencing close relationships could serve as a buffer
against mortality salience due to experiencing some sort of
exceeding self, via a relationship with closest ones, as well
as with broader community, or even universe.

Limitations

The number of participants was small (and, in the first
study, participants belonged to narrowly specified part of
the population). On the other hand, samples were big
enough to yield statistically significant results, congruent
with our predictions. Also, while the experimental manip-
ulat ion was either devised by other researchers
(Greenberg et al. 1990) or validated in a pilot study (in
case of spiritual transcendence manipulation), measures of
independent variables were used in described studies
alone. However, we do not aim to revise TMT or discuss
if alternative theories explaining coping with awareness of
own mortality (like MMT) offers a better explanation in
comparison to TMT. It is the question for future research.
It is also recommended to replicate our findings on other
effects related to TMT, like higher performance in sports
(Zestcott et al. 2016) or more positive attitude towards
killing the animals (Lifshin et al. 2017).
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