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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to develop and test a theoretical model that distinguishes how death anxiety and death reflection 
influence organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) directed towards the organization (OCB-O) and individuals within it 
(OCB-I). We draw from terror management and posttraumatic growth (PTG) theories to argue for prosocial motivation as 
a mediator for these relationships. We also examine organizational identification (OI) as a potential moderator. Data were 
collected from 241 employees every month for 3 months. Our findings support the mediating role of prosocial motivation. 
Death anxiety was negatively related to prosocial motivation, whereas death reflection was positively related to prosocial 
motivation. In turn, prosocial motivation was positively related to OCB-I and OCB-O. Regarding moderation, lower levels 
of OI strengthened the indirect effects of death anxiety on OCB-I and OCB-O through prosocial motivation. However, OI 
did not moderate the indirect effects of death reflection on OCB-I or OCB-O. These results highlight the conceptual differ-
ences between death anxiety and death reflection. In addition, these results emphasize the need to explore death anxiety and 
death reflection in organizational research.
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Death is a universal event that can deeply affect people in 
many ways (Greenberg et al., 2004; Yalom, 2008). This 
includes employees, whose innate thoughts and emotions 
surrounding death can profoundly affect their attitude, 
motivation, and behavior in the workplace (Grant & Wade-
Benzoni, 2009). In spite of the potential importance of death 
awareness for employee responses, researchers have devoted 
little attention to its role in the workplace, even though there 
have been several calls to do so (e.g., Grant & Wade-Ben-
zoni, 2009; Sliter et al., 2014; Stein & Cropanzano, 2011). 
It is for this reason that there is a strong need for research-
ers to investigate the influence of death awareness in the 
workplace.

Death awareness refers to the extent to which people are 
conscious of their own mortality (i.e., mortality salience; 
Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009). People can process death 

and mortality through their thoughts and negative emo-
tions, also referred to as their death reflection and death 
anxiety, respectively (see Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009 for 
a review). Considering the negative connotations often asso-
ciated with death, it is surprising that both death anxiety and 
death reflection have been consistently related to promot-
ing and engaging in helping behavior (e.g., Cozzolino et al., 
2004; Jacobsen & Beehr, 2018; Jonas et al., 2002; McAdams 
& de St. Aubin, 1992). These findings seem to suggest that 
both death anxiety and death reflection can drive positive 
and even selfless behavior.

Although these findings have greatly contributed to our 
understanding of the outcomes associated with death anxiety 
and death reflection, there remain several issues that need to 
be addressed in order to advance death awareness research. 
First, explicit empirical support for the construct validity 
of death anxiety and death reflection is lacking. Despite 
researchers conceptualizing death anxiety and death reflec-
tion differently, similar positive findings related to helping 
behavior make it unclear the extent to which these constructs 
are valuable and worth investigating independently. It is even 
more concerning that there is no existing evidence that we 
are aware of that simultaneously examines both processes 
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in the same study. Therefore, our primary goal with this 
research is to establish some much-needed construct validity 
evidence of death anxiety and death reflection by being one 
of the first to simultaneously examine the effects of these 
constructs on helping behavior.

In doing so, we also address previous calls to examine 
death awareness in the workplace by examining the effects 
of employee’s death anxiety and death reflection on work-
related helping behavior. Researchers have long argued that 
death awareness, death anxiety, and death reflection can 
be related to organizational life (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 
2009; Stein & Cropanzano, 2011), but there is relatively lit-
tle empirical research on the topic. This is important given 
that many of the outcomes associated with death anxi-
ety and death reflection in a social context (e.g., sharing 
resources with others) heavily overlap with factors that are 
paramount to the functioning and success of organizations 
(Ehrhart & Naumann, 2004; Podsakoff et al., 2000). One 
such factor is organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), 
which are employees’ discretionary behaviors that are not 
formally trained, demanded, or rewarded as part of the job 
(MacKenzie et al., 1993; Organ, 1997; Van Scotter et al., 
2000; Williams & Anderson, 1991). Thus, our study investi-
gates employee’s helping behavior by specifically examining 
OCB.

Second, the underlying reasons for death anxiety and 
death reflection being associated with helping behavior 
have not been empirically explored. Although death anxi-
ety and death reflection are positively related to helping 
behavior, extant theory implies that there may be selfish 
and altruistic reasons for why people experiencing these 
thoughts and emotions help others (Greenberg et al., 1986; 
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). This suggests that people’s 
motives for helping others after experiencing death anxiety 
or death reflection may not be as straightforward as origi-
nally thought. Therefore, to help clarify whether employ-
ees’ actions are driven by selfless, other-oriented reasons, we 
examine prosocial motivation as an underlying mechanism 
through which death anxiety and death reflection influence 
OCB.

Third, it is not clear how the organization influences 
the extent to which employees with death anxiety or death 
reflection become motivated to help others. Despite the 
death literature emphasizing identification as an impor-
tant factor that influences the behavior of people with 
death anxiety or death reflection (Greenberg et al., 1986; 
Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), little is 
known about the extent that employees identifying with the 
organization can impact this relationship. This is surprising 
given that employees who identify with their organization 
adopt the structural foundation provided by the organiza-
tion and embody key attitudes and behavior represented by 

the organization (Hogg et al., 1995). This suggests that the 
organization may contribute to how employees with death 
anxiety or death reflection help others. Therefore, we also 
investigate organizational identification (OI) as a potential 
moderator of the indirect relationships of death anxiety and 
death reflection on OCB (see Fig. 1).

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis 
Development

Death Awareness as a Multidimensional Construct

Research in terror management and posttraumatic growth 
(PTG) have found that people who become aware of their 
mortality act in a variety of ways, from being hostile towards 
others and focusing on materialistic gain to being support-
ive and driven to pursue intrinsic goals (Cozzolino et al., 
2004; Greenberg et al., 1986; McGregor et al., 1998). These 
findings across two distinct streams of research have led 
researchers to propose a more unified approach to death 
awareness using Metcalfe and Mischel’s (1999) hot/cool-
system (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009). That is, death 
awareness is a dual system of motivation and action that has 
both an affective and cognitive component, referred to as 
death anxiety and death reflection.

Death anxiety refers to “an unpleasant emotion of multidi-
mensional concerns that is of an existential origin provoked 
on contemplation of death of self or others” (Nyatanga & de 
Vocht, 2006, p. 413). People who are anxious about death 
tend to exhibit extreme and vivid negative emotions (e.g., 
fear, dread, panic) when faced with mortality (Cozzolino 
et al., 2004). These individuals are more likely to engage 
in behavior that is quick, impulsive, and self-protective in 
nature (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009). As a result, people 
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Fig. 1   Proposed moderated mediation model. OI = organizational 
identification. OCB-I = organizational citizenship behavior directed at 
individuals. OCB-O = organizational citizenship behavior directed at 
the organization

776 Journal of Business and Psychology (2022) 37:775–795



1 3

with death anxiety tend to experience adverse effects on their 
psychological well-being (Juhl & Routledge, 2016; Sliter 
et al., 2014).

Death reflection, on the other hand, refers to the extent to 
which individuals review their life, contemplate their mean-
ing and purpose, and take perspective of how others will 
view them after their death (Cozzolino et al., 2004). Peo-
ple who reflect on death tend to have intrinsic thoughts and 
behavior (Kasser, 2002). These individuals are more aware 
of their own existence and feel responsibility to change one’s 
life (Yalom, 2008). Compared to death anxiety, death reflec-
tion is a more cognitive state where individuals’ thoughts on 
death are processed deliberately, analytically, and rationally 
(Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009).

Death Anxiety and Death Reflection as Predictors 
of OCB

Employees’ OCB are discretionary helping behaviors that 
can be directed at the organization (OCB-O) or at individu-
als within it (OCB-I). Research on death anxiety and death 
reflection suggests that people who are aware of their mor-
tality are more likely to respond in ways that help others 
(Cozzolino et al., 2004; Jonas et al., 2002). We propose, 
however, that death anxiety and death reflection may serve 
as predictors of OCB, but in different ways. In the follow-
ing sections, we draw from the terror management and PTG 
literature to discuss how death anxiety and death reflection 
are related to OCB.

Death Anxiety and OCB from a Terror Management 
Perspective

According to terror management theory (TMT; Greenberg 
et al., 1986), people are anxious about death because they 
have a strong desire to live despite knowing that death is 
unavoidable. This raises the question of how humans func-
tion when cognizant of their inevitable demise. Greenberg 
and colleagues (Greenberg et al., 1986) proposed that people 
try to pursue and maintain two cultural anxiety buffers to 
defend against anxiety. The first buffer, a cultural worldview, 
refers to a set of standards that establishes order, perma-
nence, and stability. People can maintain their worldview 
and reduce their death anxiety by actively following and 
promoting the standards set by that worldview. The second 
cultural anxiety buffer, self-esteem, refers to one’s percep-
tion that they are a valuable member of a meaningful uni-
verse. People can protect against death anxiety through their 
self-esteem by displaying attributes that are highly valued 
by their worldviews. Overall, TMT suggests that employees 
with death anxiety can defend against the existential threat 
of death by reaffirming their own values as well as the values 
of the group with whom they identify.

From a TMT perspective, employees can protect against 
their death anxiety by displaying behavior that boosts their 
worldviews or self-esteem (Greenberg et al., 1986; Lam-
bert et al., 2014). These behaviors can range from destruc-
tive behavior, such as punitively evaluating people who 
oppose their worldviews (McGregor et al., 1998), to seem-
ingly constructive behavior, such as donating their personal 
resources to causes that promote their worldviews (Jonas 
et al., 2002). On the surface, this suggests that employees 
are more likely to engage in OCB-I and OCB-O; however, 
we argue otherwise. First, by definition OCB are not a part 
of an employee’s job description, and employees are not 
formally trained or informed that they need to perform these 
behaviors (Organ, 1988). As such, employees with death 
anxiety are not going to perform OCB very often because 
these individuals need direct guidance on the ways in which 
they can uphold and maintain the values set by their world-
view. Second, OCBs are not guaranteed to be rewarded by 
the organization (Organ et al., 2006), which conflicts with 
the expectations of employees with death anxiety. These 
individuals expect that they will receive a reward from the 
organization or its stakeholders in return for upholding their 
worldviews (i.e., relief from their death anxiety). Third, 
employees experiencing death anxiety are selective about 
who they help (Greenberg et al., 1986). These individuals 
require that the organization or stakeholders share the same 
worldviews as they do to receive their assistance. As a result, 
these employees are naturally going to perform fewer OCB 
than people with less restrictive criteria because they have 
fewer people they are willing to help. Given this logic, we 
hypothesize that employees who are more anxious about 
death will engage in fewer OCB-I and OCB-O.

Hypothesis 1: Death anxiety is negatively related to (a) 
OCB-I and (b) OCB-O.

Death Reflection and OCB from a PTG Perspective

TMT research has primarily focused on the negative emo-
tional reactions people have when faced with death; how-
ever, people are also cognitive beings. They can also think 
about and cognitively process death. According to PTG 
theory, this reflection on life and death can spur a positive 
psychological change in individuals (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 
2004). For this change to occur, however, individuals need 
to be willing to challenge and restructure their assumptive 
world when thinking about death. An assumptive world 
refers to a general set of beliefs and assumptions about the 
world that guides behavior, helps interpret information and 
events, and provides purpose and meaning (Janoff-Bulman, 
1992; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). When people challenge 
their own assumptive world, they cognitively reframe their 
beliefs and assumptions based on their prior experiences. As 
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a result, these individuals experience psychological growth 
such as having a greater appreciation for life, developing 
closer relationships with others, and striving to achieve 
intrinsic goals (Kasser, 2002; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).

Using PTG theory, we argue that employees who reflect 
on death are more likely to engage in OCB-I and OCB-O. 
This is because people who reflect on death have a strong 
desire to connect with others through their actions and 
identities (Ring & Elsaesser Valarino, 1998). For example, 
these individuals are more likely to seek out opportunities 
to support and promote the well-being of other organiza-
tional members through teaching, mentoring, and informal 
leadership (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). A study by 
Cozzolino and colleagues (Cozzolino et al., 2004) found 
that participants were more likely to help others by sharing 
their raffle tickets with others after reflecting on their death. 
These individuals also have a strong desire to pursue goals 
that benefit larger institutions, such as organizations. After 
the events of 9/11, several employees were motivated to do 
work that could facilitate the growth of their community and 
society (Wrzesniewski, 2002). Based on this rationale and 
evidence, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 2: Death reflection is positively related to (a) 
OCB-I and (b) OCB-O.

Prosocial Motivation as a Mediator

Prior research has focused on the direct relationships of 
death anxiety and death reflection on helping behavior. 
However, there is reason to believe that these relationships 
may be indirect. According to TMT, the reason why peo-
ple who are anxious about death help others is because 
their actions may give them relief from their death-related 
anxiety (Greenberg et al., 1986; Lambert et al., 2014). In 
addition, PTG theory suggests that the reason why people 
who reflect on death help others is because it satisfies their 
internal desire to assist society (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996; 
Wrzesniewski, 2002). Based on these theories, it seems that 
people who are aware of death need to have some rationale 
or motive for engaging in helping behavior that is encour-
aged by death awareness. Several researchers have also noted 
that death anxiety and death reflection have distinct and pro-
found effects on motivation (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009; 
Pyszczynski et al., 2003). What is not entirely clear, how-
ever, is the type of motivation that links these relationships.

At a glance, it appears that people who are aware of death 
seek to help others in order to gain from it or to selflessly 
assist others (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009). The prob-
lem is that research on death anxiety and death reflection 
have developed independently, and the theories surround-
ing these constructs are inherently focused on either self-
serving or other-serving purposes. As a result, there is no 

way of truly knowing if the reason why people with death 
anxiety or death reflection help others is entirely selfless 
or not. One way we can clarify this issue is by examining 
a motive where people greatly value and feel accountable 
for other’s well-being. In the OCB literature, people with 
prosocial motives have a strong desire and sense of respon-
sibility to improve the lives of others (Grant, 2007, 2008). 
As a result, these individuals are more likely to act in ways 
that can make meaningful contributions to others (Grant & 
Mayer, 2009; Meglino & Korsgaard, 2004). We believe that 
this overt focus on others may be the key to distinguishing 
the reasons why people with death anxiety and death reflec-
tion help others. Thus, we propose that prosocial motivation 
may serve as a potential mediating mechanism that can help 
distinguish the underlying motives of death anxiety from 
death reflection.

Prosocial motivation is defined as the desire to expend 
effort to provide, support, assist, and promote the well-being 
of others (Batson, 1987; Grant, 2007). Employees who are 
prosocially motivated prefer work that can be meaningful to 
others so they can better assist and be more valuable to oth-
ers (Grant, 2008). Prosocially motivated employees are more 
likely to invest time and energy into their work because they 
are cognizant of the impact their behavior can have on others 
and value the outcomes that can result from their behavior 
(Vroom, 1964). Unsurprisingly then, evidence has found 
prosocial motivation to be a strong predictor of OCB (Rioux 
& Penner, 2001). This is because employees with prosocial 
tendencies are more likely to focus on others’ well-being and 
recognize when others need help (Grant & Mayer, 2009). 
These individuals also tend to feel more accountable for 
others’ well-being and prioritize others’ interests ahead of 
their own (Grant, 2007, 2008; Meglino & Korsgaard, 2004). 
This strong association between prosocial motivation and 
OCB, paired with the core theme underlying the TMT and 
PTG literature that self- versus other-oriented mechanisms 
link death anxiety and death reflection to employee behavior 
(Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009), gives us reason to believe 
that prosocial motivation, an other-oriented motive, would 
serve as an ideal mechanism to explain the conceptual dif-
ferences between death anxiety and death reflection and how 
these influence helping behavior at work.

According to TMT, people with death anxiety help others 
in order to establish a sense of security and self-preservation 
(Greenberg et al., 1986; Lambert et al., 2014). For instance, 
these individuals are more likely to donate money when they 
perceive the charity to identify with their worldview (Jonas 
et al., 2002). When their awareness of mortality is height-
ened, these individuals are also more willing to make self-
sacrifices for their country in exchange for symbolic immor-
tality (Routledge & Arndt, 2008). These findings suggest 
that displays of generosity exhibited by people who are anx-
ious about death serves as a defense mechanism to protect 
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themselves. This makes sense because people with death 
anxiety are often overwhelmed from the intense negative 
emotions they are experiencing. They do not have enough 
emotional energy or resources to prioritize the needs of oth-
ers without gaining some form of personal benefit (Byron 
& Peterson, 2002). This selfish gain goes against the funda-
mental principles of prosocial motivation, which suggest that 
people engage in behavior for the sake of helping others or 
pursuing the goals of the larger group. Therefore, we argue 
that employees who are anxious about death will be less 
prosocially motivated and in turn less likely to engage in 
either form of OCB.

According to PTG theory, the reason why people who 
reflect on death help others is because of a psychological 
growth that changes their underlying attitudes and motiva-
tions towards life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996, 2004). For 
example, these individuals can become less greedy, have 
enhanced gratitude, and develop a sense of transcendence 
after reflecting on their death (Cozzolino, 2006; Cozzolino 
et al., 2004; Frias et al., 2011). They also have a strong 
desire to help and connect with others, which drives these 
people to build long lasting relationships with individuals, 
groups, and even organizations (Peterson & Stewart, 1996; 
Ring & Elsaesser Valarino, 1998). In their pursuit of fulfill-
ing this desire, these individuals begin to prioritize work 
with social value, such as mentoring others or helping the 
community (Erikson & Erikson, 1998; Wrzesniewski, 2002). 
These individuals also start to promote the safety initiatives 
of the organization (Jacobsen & Beehr, 2018). This evidence 
suggests that people who reflect on death become driven 
and make it a priority to help others. Thus, we argue that 
employees who reflect on death are more prosocially moti-
vated and subsequently more likely to engage in both types 
of OCB.

To summarize, we propose that prosocial motivation 
mediates the relationships of death anxiety and death reflec-
tion on OCB-I and OCB-O. More specifically, we propose 
partial mediation rather than full mediation. Phenomena 
explored in social and organizational research tends to have 
several possible explanations (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Given 
that death anxiety and death reflection are guided by two 
separately developed research streams, it is extremely likely 
that there are alternative explanations to explain why people 
with death anxiety or death reflection help others (Holland 
et al., 2016; MacKinnon et al., 2012). Thus, we hypothesize 
the following:

Hypothesis 3: Prosocial motivation partially mediates 
the (a) negative relationship between death anxiety and 
OCB-I and the (b) negative relationship between death 
anxiety and OCB-O.

Hypothesis 4: Prosocial motivation partially mediates 
the (a) positive relationship between death reflection and 
OCB-I and the (b) positive relationship between death 
reflection and OCB-O.

OI as a Moderator of the Indirect Relationship

Up to this point, we have argued for the differentiation of the 
indirect effects of death anxiety and death reflection on OCB 
using TMT and PTG theory. A closer examination of these 
theories, however, suggests that there is one commonality 
between them: TMT’s cultural worldviews and PTG theory’s 
assumptive world. Both theories propose that people culti-
vate and depend on a set of beliefs and assumptions to guide 
their actions, provide explanations for what happens, and 
offer a sense of meaning and self-worth (e.g., Greenberg 
et al., 1986; Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 
2004). This theoretical overlap suggests that an employee’s 
assumptions and beliefs are integral components to under-
standing how death anxiety and death reflection influence 
OCB through prosocial motivation. 

We argue that employees rely on the beliefs and assump-
tions presented by the organization to guide their behavior. 
Although employees can seek defined beliefs and assump-
tions from several social domains, employees are more likely 
to refer to the guidelines offered by organizations when they 
are in a workplace setting. This is because organizations can 
provide a structural outline of the attitudes and behaviors 
that promote success in the workplace (van Knippenberg 
& van Schie, 2000). One way in which we can determine 
if employees embody the organization’s values, goals, and 
norms is by examining their OI (Haslam, 2004).

OI refers to employees’ sense of oneness with or belong-
ing to their organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Employ-
ees who strongly identify with their organization describe 
themselves in accordance with their organizational member-
ship and become invested in their organization’s successes 
and failures (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). In doing so, members 
can satisfy their need for self-worth and understanding of 
who they are (Abrams & Hogg, 1988). This suggests that OI 
can have a strong influence on employee’s motivation and 
behavior, making OI a possible boundary condition of the 
partial indirect relationship between death anxiety and death 
reflection on OCB through prosocial motivation. Specifi-
cally, we propose that OI serves as a first-stage moderator 
of the partially mediated relationships. That is, the modera-
tion in the moderated mediation occurs at the first step of 
the model, meaning that OI moderates the relationships of 
death anxiety and death reflection on prosocial motivation.

The influence of death anxiety and death reflection on 
employees’ motivation and subsequent behavior greatly 
depends on their own assumptions and beliefs (Coz-
zolino et al., 2004; Greenberg et al., 1986). From a TMT 
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perspective, employees with death anxiety are motivated 
to assist others and organizations because they can receive 
relief from their anxiety in exchange for their actions. This 
only occurs, however, when the person being helped identifies 
with and shares the same worldviews as the other employee 
(Wu et al., 2016), which is more likely if that person is also 
an employee of the same organization and the helper has 
high OI. In addition, employees who are anxious about their 
death and strongly identify with their organization are more 
likely to defend the organization from potential harm (e.g., 
poor reputation; Greenberg et al., 1992; McGregor et al., 
1998; Routledge & Arndt, 2008). Therefore, we expect that 
the negative indirect relationship of death anxiety and both 
types of OCB will be weaker (or even positive) when OI is 
higher and exacerbated when OI is lower.

In contrast to death anxiety, employees reflecting on their 
death are going to have different motivations for how they 
interact with others depending on their level of OI. When 
these employees do not identify with the organization (low 
OI), they perceive that the organization does not have their 
employees’ best interests in mind. As a result, lower-OI 
employees reflecting on death are even more motivated to 
take it upon themselves to care for and improve the lives of 
those around them (Yalom, 2008). PTG proposes that these 
individuals are going to be motivated to selflessly help oth-
ers in these types of situations, as helping others can give 
employees who reflect on their death a desired sense of 
meaning and purpose in their life (Ring & Elsaesser Vala-
rino, 1998; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). In addition, these 
employees are motivated to get along with and unite others 
(Peterson & Stewart, 1996). If they see a disconnect between 
employees and the organization, then they are going to be 
even more motivated to take action and help both parties by 
engaging in behaviors that promote the organization’s goals. 
We therefore expect OI to serve as a first-stage moderator 
of the positive indirect relationship between death reflec-
tion and both types of OCB. Specifically, we propose this 
relationship to be stronger when OI is lower.

Hypothesis 5a: OI moderates the partially indirect nega-
tive relationship of death anxiety with OCB-I through 
prosocial motivation, such that the relationship is stronger 
when OI is lower.
Hypothesis 5b: OI moderates the partially indirect nega-
tive relationship of death anxiety with OCB-O through 
prosocial motivation, such that the relationship is stronger 
when OI is lower.

Hypothesis 6a: OI moderates the partially indirect posi-
tive relationship of death reflection with OCB-I through 
prosocial motivation, such that the relationship is stronger 
when OI is lower.

Hypothesis 6b: OI moderates the partially indirect posi-
tive relationship of death reflection with OCB-O through 
prosocial motivation, such that the relationship is stronger 
when OI is lower.

Method

Participants and Procedures

We collected data from US employees across several 
industries. These employees were recruited using Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online service that 
recruits and pays respondents from a diverse workforce 
to complete virtual tasks, including surveys and question-
naires. Online panel data is a widely recognized data col-
lection method that has been shown to be as valid and reli-
able as other forms of data collection in the organizational 
literature (Goodman et al., 2013; Walter et al., 2018). That 
is, the results for employee samples from such data panels 
are not different from organizationally sourced samples, 
which is the most important issue for researchers. In addi-
tion, research shows that MTurk workers are attentive to 
instructions (Keith et al., 2017) and are good, if not better, 
than other online services (e.g., Qualtrics) in regard to 
passing attention checks (Kees et al., 2017). MTurk work-
ers have also been found to be a strong representation of 
the US population (Keith et al., 2017) with little to no dif-
ferentiation in biases from other samples (Goodman et al., 
2013). These studies have led several scholars to conclude 
that there is no sufficient evidence to suggest that MTurk 
data is less accurate than other methods of data collection 
(Keith et al., 2017).

We had employees complete a survey once a month at 
three time points to reduce common method effects (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2012). The most appropriate time interval to 
use in measuring variables at different stages of the model 
is not known, but one month is in the range of time periods 
used in studies that find effects for some other negatively 
valenced variables in the organizational sciences (e.g., Liu 
et al., 2019; Naseer et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020).

To ensure the quality of our data, we implemented 
several recommended best practices for MTurk data at 
each stage of the study (Aguinis et al., 2020). We deter-
mined the qualifications participants needed in advance 
to determine if MTurk was an appropriate data collection 
method. We conducted a screener study and invited indi-
viduals to participate in our study if they had at least a 90 
percent approval rating for successfully completing tasks, 
were over the age of 21, and were employed for at least 
6 months (Peer et al., 2014). When the study was imple-
mented, we monitored the MTurk community websites to 
ensure our study was ethical, timely, and met expectations 
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as indicated at the beginning of the study (e.g., compensa-
tion, exclusion criteria, awareness of attention checks). We 
addressed MTurker inattentiveness by including at least 
three attention checks and several reverse-worded items in 
each survey (Cheung et al., 2017; DeSimone et al., 2015). 
For data screening, participants were eliminated if they did 
not select the correct attention check response, gave the 
same responses to positively and negatively worded items 
in a scale, completed a survey too quickly (i.e., less than 
two minutes), or if they were identified as responding with 
insufficient effort (i.e., gave same answer for over 80% of 
the survey).

Overall, 543 US employees completed the survey at Time 
1, of which 82 were removed from the study due to selecting 
the incorrect attention check response (n = 63), completing 
the survey too quickly (n = 18), or being identified as low-
effort responders (n = 1). A month later, 436 of the remain-
ing 461 employees completed the Time 2 survey. A total 
of 72 employees were eliminated due to responding incor-
rectly to attention check responses (n = 50), completing the 
survey too quickly (n = 18), or responding with insufficient 
effort (n = 4). One month later, we invited 328 of the 364 
employees to complete the survey at Time 3. We deleted 
56 responses because of failure to select the correct atten-
tion check response (n = 48), finishing the survey too quickly 
(n = 6), or putting minimal effort into the survey (n = 2). 
Together, a total of 272 employees completed the entire 
study. From this sample, 31 were removed during data clean-
ing because their codes could not be matched across time 
points (n = 6), large amounts of data were missing (n = 24), 
or they were identified as a multivariate outlier (n = 1).

The final sample consisted of 241 employees (44% reten-
tion rate from Time 1). Of these, 60% were female (n = 145), 
43% were between 30 and 39 years of age (n = 104), 65% 
graduated from college (n = 157), and 79% were Cauca-
sian (n = 190). In addition, 83% were full-time employees 
(n = 200), with an average work experience of 6.47 years 
(SD = 6.25).

We also tested for potential nonresponse bias, as some 
participants either did not return to participate in the study 
(11%) or were removed from the study in the data clean-
ing process (44%). To do this, we followed Rogelberg and 
Stanton’s (2007) recommendation to conduct a wave anal-
ysis by comparing the study variables and demographics 
(e.g., sex and age) between participants who were removed 
from (or dropped) the study at different time points and the 
final sample. We did this by running an analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) to test the differences in means across groups. 
Results found that there were no significant differences 
between groups for any of the variables tested (F < 1.50). 
Although we cannot completely eliminate the possibility 
of nonresponse bias, these results do minimize concerns of 
nonresponse bias being present in the final sample.

Measures

Employees completed the negative affectivity (NA), death 
anxiety, death reflection, and OI scales at Time 1, the proso-
cial motivation scale at Time 2, and the OCB scale at Time 
3.

Death anxiety was measured using nine items (α = .95) 
from Thorson and Powell’s (1992) Revised Death Anxiety 
Scale (RDAS). We used a shortened version of this scale 
to reduce participant fatigue (Hinkin, 1995), as the survey 
distributed at Time 1 contained items from a separate data 
collection effort. We selected items by examining the cor-
rected item-total correlation (CITC) values collected from 
two separate data collection efforts (see Appendix 19 for 
results). The first data collection effort was collected from 
175 undergraduate students across 2 time points, of which 
death anxiety and death reflection were measured at Time 
2. In the second data collection effort, data was collected 
from 163 employees across 4 time points, of which death 
anxiety and death reflection were measured at Time 1. All 
items retained had a CITC value greater than or equal to .60. 
An example item was “The subject of life after death trou-
bles me greatly.” Response choices ranged from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Death reflection was measured using nine items (α = .90) 
from Jacobsen and Beehr’s (2018) death reflection scale. 
Similar to the death anxiety measure, we used a shortened 
version of this scale to reduce participant fatigue (Hinkin, 
1995). We selected items by examining the corrected item-
total correlation (CITC) values collected from the same data 
collection efforts used for death anxiety and a third data 
collection effort, which was cross-sectional and consisted of 
192 adults (see Appendix 20 for results). All items retained 
had a CITC value greater than or equal to .60. An example 
item includes “I think about how people will remember me 
(when I die).” Response choices ranged from 1 (never) to 7 
(always).

OI was measured using five items (α = .89) from Mael 
and Ashforth’s (1992) OI scale, which was adapted to fit the 
current sample. For example, the item “The Army’s suc-
cesses are my successes” was adapted to “My organization’s 
successes are my successes.” Response choices ranged from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Prosocial motivation was measured using five items 
(α = .93) from Grant and Sumanth’s (2009) prosocial moti-
vation scale. An example item was “I like to work on tasks 
that have the potential to benefit others.” Response choices 
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

OCB was measured using Lee and Allen’s (2002) 16-item 
OCB scale. Of these, eight items (α = .87) measured OCB-I 
and eight items (α = .90) measured OCB-O. Example items 
were “Help others who have been absent” and “Express 
loyalty towards the organization” for OCB-I and OCB-O, 

781Journal of Business and Psychology (2022) 37:775–795



1 3

respectively. Response choices ranged from 1 (never) to 7 
(daily).

Following recommendations to select conceptually mean-
ingful control variables (Becker et al., 2016; Breaugh, 2008; 
Carlson & Wu, 2012), we chose age, sex, and NA as con-
trols because of the theoretical ties these variables have to 
death and mortality salience. In the death anxiety literature, 
younger people report higher levels of death anxiety than 
older people (Neimeyer & Moore, 1994). This also aligns 
with socioemotional selectivity theory (SST), which sug-
gests that adults maximize their emotional and attitudinal 
experiences towards life when they age and become aware 
that their time is finite (Carstensen et al., 1999). In addition, 
research has found that women report higher levels of death 
anxiety than men (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2016; Kastenbaum, 
2000). Lastly, NA has been found to be strongly related to 
generalized anxiety, which has also been recognized as a 
predictor of death anxiety (Jolly et al., 1994; Pollak, 1980). 
We measured NA using the 10-item (α = .91) Positive and 
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were conducted to 
examine the discriminant validity of the study variables 
using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993). We used 
item parcels to reduce model complexity and account for the 
relatively smaller sample size when compared to the number 
of parameters (Bagozzi & Edwards, 1998; Nasser & Taka-
hashi, 2003). We also chose to use item parcels because 
they can be more reliable and normally distributed than 
individual items (Little et al., 2002). Following Little and 
colleagues’ (Little et al., 2002) suggestions, we created item 
parcels by matching items with the highest and lowest cor-
rected item-total correlations (CITC).

First, we analyzed the discriminate validity of death anxi-
ety and death reflection. A two-factor model for death aware-
ness fit the data well (χ2 (19) = 32.25, p = .03; RMSEA = .05; 
SRMR = .03; CFI = .99; IFI = .99) and improved model fit 
when compared to a one-factor model (Δχ2 (1) = 668.78, 

p < .001). We then assessed the discriminant validity of 
OCB-I and OCB-O. A two-factor model for OCB fit the data 
well (χ2 (19) = 33.03, p = .02; RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .02; 
CFI = .99; IFI = .99) and improved model fit when compared 
to a one-factor model (Δχ2 (1) = 261.85, p < .001). We then 
assessed a six-factor model including all variables in the 
study’s model, which is reported in Table 1. It adequately 
fit the data (χ2 (155) = 237.73, p < .001; RMSEA = .05; 
SRMR = .04; CFI = .98; IFI = .98) and improved model fit 
when compared to a five-factor model combining OCB-I 
and OCB-O (Δχ2 (5) = 273.65, p < .001), a five-factor 
model combining death anxiety and death reflection (Δχ2 
(5) = 697.05, p < .001), a four-factor model combining the 
OCB factors and death awareness factors (Δχ2 (9) = 967.95, 
p < .001), and a one-factor model combining all study vari-
ables (Δχ2 (15) = 2,551.11, p < .001). These analyses pro-
vided support for the discriminant validity of the study 
variables.

Results

Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and 
intercorrelations among the study variables. The reliabili-
ties of all variables were good, ranging from .87 to .95. It is 
also important to note that we ran analyses without control 
variables (e.g., age, sex, and NA) and found no substantive 
changes to the final results.

Hypothesis Testing

We used LISREL to test the hypotheses (see Fig. 2). Hypoth-
eses 1 and 2 proposed that death anxiety and death reflection 
were related to OCB-I and OCB-O. As reported in Table 4, 
death anxiety was negatively related to OCB-I (β =  − .17, 
p < .01) and OCB-O (β =  − .16, p < .01) after controlling age, 
sex, NA, and OI. Death reflection was positively related to 
OCB-I (β = .24, p < .01) and OCB-O (β = .17, p < .01) after 
controlling age, sex, NA, and OI. This provides support for 
Hypotheses 1a through 2b.

Table 1   Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) comparing hypothesized model to alternative models

Note. N = 241 employees. χ2 = maximum likelihood ratio chi-square. df degrees of freedom. RMSEA root mean square error of approximation, 
SRMR standardized root mean square residual, CFI comparative fit index, IFI incremental fit index, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior 
directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization
** p < .01

Model χ2 df RMSEA SRMR CFI IFI Δχ2 Δdf

Model 1: Hypothesized six-factor model 237.73** 155 .05 .04 .98 .98
Model 2: Five-factor model, which combines OCB-I and OCB-O   511.38** 160 .10 .07 .91 .91 273.65**   5
Model 3: Five-factor model, which combines death anxiety and death reflection 934.78** 160 .14 .14 .79 .80 697.05** 5
Model 4: Four-factor model, which combines OCB factors and death 
awareness factors

1,205.68** 164 .16 .15 .72 .72 967.95** 9

Model 5: One-factor model, which combines all variables 2,788.84** 170 .25 .29 .30 .31 2,551.11** 15
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Before testing indirect effects, we examined the direct 
relationships between the study variables. As shown in 
Table 3, death anxiety was negatively related to prosocial 
motivation after controlling age, sex, NA, and OI (β =  − .19, 
p < .01). Death reflection was positively related to prosocial 
motivation after controlling age, sex, NA, and OI (β = .21, 
p < .01). As for moderation, the interaction of death anxi-
ety and OI was negatively related to prosocial motivation 
after controlling age, sex, NA, death anxiety, death reflec-
tion, and OI (β =  − .14, p = .05). Figure 3 graphs the interac-
tion, showing that death anxiety was more negatively related 
to prosocial motivation when OI was lower (β =  − .35, 
t =  − 3.60, p < .01) than when OI was higher (β =  − .05, 
t =  − .55, p = .58). The interaction of death reflection and 
OI, however, was positively related to prosocial motivation 

after controlling age, sex, NA, death anxiety, death reflec-
tion, and OI (β = .14, p = .03). Figure 4 graphs the inter-
action, showing that death reflection was more positively 
related to prosocial motivation when OI was lower (β = .38, 
t = 3.92, p < .001) than when OI was higher (β = .11, t = .99, 
p = .32). As reported in Table 4, prosocial motivation was 
positively related to OCB-I (β = .13, p = .03) and OCB-O 
(β = .12, p = .04) after controlling age, sex, NA, death anxi-
ety, death reflection, OI, and the interaction terms.

We followed Edwards and Lambert’s (2007) recommen-
dations for testing partial mediation and partial moderated 
mediation by conducting a path analysis in LISREL. We used 
1,000 bootstrap samples to compute 95% bias-corrected con-
fidence intervals. The results for the path analyses can be seen 
in Table 5. In regard to mediation, the negative relationship 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics 
and intercorrelations between 
study variables

Note. N = 241 employees. Internal consistency reliabilities are reported along the diagonals in parentheses. 
Sex is a categorical variable (1 = male; 2 = female). NA negative affectivity, OI organizational identifica-
tion, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizenship 
behavior directed at the organization
* p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 4.57 1.20
2. NA 1.78 .68 -.30** (.91)
3. Sex 1.40 .49 -.06 -.03
4. Death Anxiety 3.36 1.73 -.08 .07 -.12 (.95)
5. Death Reflection 3.39 .71 -.06 .19** -.06 .35** (.90)
6. OI 4.28 1.41 .15* -.10 -.12 .08 .21** (.89)
7. Prosocial Motivation 5.75 .85 -.03 -.05 -.31** -.05 .20** .32** (.93)
8. OCB-I 3.39 .73 -.06 .02 -.15* -.05 .23** .25** .30** (.87)
9. OCB-O 2.90 .94 .08 -.08 -.11 -.06 .20** .49** .32** .58** (.90)

Fig. 2   Hierarchical regression 
results of proposed model. 
N = 241 employees. DA = death 
anxiety. DR = death reflection. 
OI = organizational identifica-
tion. OCB-I = organizational 
citizenship behavior directed at 
individuals. OCB-O = organi-
zational citizenship behavior 
directed at the organization. The 
estimates reported are standard-
ized coefficients. Coefficients 
in parentheses are standardized 
coefficients after controlling 
prosocial motivation. Bold lines 
represent significant relation-
ships. Dashed lines represent 
relationships that are not signifi-
cant. For the sake of clarity, this 
figure only includes the main 
study variables and proposed 
relationships. For full results, 
see Tables 3 and 4. *p ≤ .05. 
**p ≤ .01

Death 

Reflection

Death 

Anxiety

Prosocial 

Motivation
OI

DA x OI

OCB-I

OCB-O

DR x OI

.13*

R2 = .26

R2 = .19

R2 = .31

.12*

-.19**

.21**

.27**

-.14*

.14*
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between death anxiety and OCB-I was mediated by prosocial 
motivation (B =  − .02, 95% CI [− .04, − .00]) as was the nega-
tive relationship between death anxiety and OCB-O (B =  − .03, 

95% CI [− .05, − .01]). The positive relationship between death 
reflection and OCB-I was also mediated by prosocial motiva-
tion (B = .07, CI [.02, .11]) as was the positive relationship 

Table 3   Hierarchical regression 
of prosocial motivation on study 
variables

Note. N = 241 employees. DA death anxiety, DR death reflection, NA negative affectivity, OI organizational 
identification
* p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01

Prosocial motivation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Variable β SE β SE β SE

Control variable
  Age  − .08 .05  − .13* .04  − .12* .04
  NA  − .09 .08  − .10 .08  − .11 .08
  Sex  − .32** .11  − .30** .10  − .31** .10
Independent variable
  Death anxiety  − .19** .03  − .19** .09
  Death reflection .21** .08 .21** .22
Moderator
  OI .26** .04 .27** .16
Interaction term
  DA × OI  − .14* .02
  DR × OI .14* .05
R2 .11** .24** .26**

ΔR2 .13** .02*

Table 4   Hierarchical regression of OCB-I and OCB-O on study variables

Note. N = 241 employees. DA death anxiety, DR death reflection, NA negative affectivity, OI organizational identification, OCB-I organizational 
citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization
* p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01

Variable OCB-I OCB-O

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Control variable
  Age  − .11 .04  − .10 .04  − .09 .04  − .01 .05 .00 .05 .01 .05
  NA  − .03 .07  − .05 .07  − .04 .07  − .06 .08  − .07 .08  − .06 .08
  Sex  − .14* .09  − .15* .09  − .11 .10  − .06 .11  − .07 .11  − .04 .11
Independent variable
  Death anxiety  − .17** .03  − .17** .08  − .15* .08  − .16** .03  − .16** .10  − .13* .10
  Death reflection .24** .07 .25** .21 .23** .21 .17** .08 .18** .24 .15* .25
Moderator
  OI .21** .03 .21** .15 .18** .15 .45** .04 .45** .17 .41** .17
Interaction term
  DA × OI  − .18** .02  − .16** .02  − .17** .02  − .15* .02
  DR × OI .00 .05 .01 .05 .05 .05 .03 .05
Mediator
  Prosocial motivation .13* .06 .12* .07
R2 .14** .17** .19** .27** .29** .31**

ΔR2 .03* .02* .02* .02*
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between death reflection and OCB-O (B = .10, CI [.04, .16]). 
Therefore, Hypotheses 3a through 4b were supported.

For moderated mediation, the indirect effect of death 
anxiety on OCB-I through prosocial motivation was signifi-
cant when OI was lower (B =  − .05, CI [− .10, − .01]), but 
was not significant when OI was higher (B = .02, CI [− .04, 
.08]). The indirect effect of death anxiety on OCB-O through 
prosocial motivation was significant when OI was lower 
(B =  − .05, CI [− .09, − .00]), but was not significant when 
OI was higher (B = .04, CI [− .06, .13]). The indirect effect 
of death reflection on OCB-I through prosocial motivation 
was not significant when OI was lower (B = .01, CI [− .11, 
.12]) or higher (B = .08, CI [− .07, .22]). Lastly, the indirect 
effect of death reflection on OCB-O through prosocial moti-
vation was not significant when OI was lower (B = .01, CI 
[− .09, .10]) or higher (B = .12, CI [− .09, .34]). Thus, there 

is support for Hypotheses 5a and 5b, but not for Hypotheses 
6a and 6b.

Discussion

Employees can be naturally inclined to think about and be 
emotionally affected by death. The purpose of the present 
study was to understand when and why these cognitive and 
affective approaches to death influence employees’ work 
motivation and helping behavior. Specifically, we examined 
prosocial motivation as a potential reason for why employees 
who are aware of death engage in helping behavior, with OI 
as a potential boundary condition of this proposed indirect 
relationship. We found general support for our model and in 
doing so we were able to provide construct validity evidence 
that distinguishes death anxiety from death reflection. 

Despite the empirical evidence supporting our model, it 
is worth pointing out that death anxiety was not significantly 
correlated with prosocial motivation (r =  − .05, p = .39), 
OCB-I (r =  − .05, p = .39), or OCB-O (r =  − .06, p = .34) 
when the controls and death reflection were not included 
in the model. This raises some questions regarding the 
conclusions drawn about our findings, specifically, if sup-
port for Hypothesis 1 is dependent on additional variables 
being included in the model. We are inclined to believe that 
the inclusion of death reflection may have contributed to 
these differences in findings, and post hoc analyses seem 
to provide some support for this conjecture. Death anxiety 
was significantly related to OCB-I (β =  − .15, p = .03) and 
OCB-O (β =  − .15, p = .03) when the model only included 
death reflection. Given the conceptual overlap between death 
anxiety and death reflection, it is somewhat expected that 
there would be overlap in variance among these constructs. 
As Table 2 shows, death reflection was the only variable 
in the model that was significantly correlated with death 
anxiety. These two variables are likely to be closely related 
both as constructs and in the timing of their occurrence. 
Putting death reflection into the equation with death anxi-
ety may have helped to control the overlap between the two 
variables, so that the beta presented a truer estimate of the 
unique effects of death anxiety without possible contamina-
tion by death reflection. It is for this reason that we strongly 
encourage organizational researchers to consider measuring 
death anxiety and death reflection simultaneously, so that 
their unique effects can be observed.

To further strengthen the conclusions drawn from this 
study, we conducted four alternative model tests to check 
for robustness. These alternative models tested four poten-
tial interactions between death anxiety, death reflection, 
and select control variables (i.e., NA and age), which have 
been conceptually or empirically explored (e.g., Arndt & 
Solomon, 2003; Frias et al., 2011; Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 
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Fig. 3   Interaction of death anxiety and OI predicting prosocial moti-
vation. OI = organizational identification. The effects of death anxi-
ety on prosocial motivation at low and high levels of OI. Low OI = 1 
standard deviation below the mean. High OI = 1 standard deviation 
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2009; Maxfield et al., 2007). Overall, there were no sig-
nificant changes to the results that altered the focal conclu-
sions drawn from this study. For full results of the robustness 
checks, see Appendix 21.

Theoretical Implications

The current study advances the organizational literature in 
several ways. First, our findings advance the literature by 
being one of the few studies to examine death anxiety and 
death reflection concurrently, showing their effects were 
unique. Prior research has examined death anxiety and death 
reflection separately, raising concerns of the distinctive-
ness of death anxiety and death reflection (Cozzolino et al., 
2004; Jonas et al., 2002; Pyszczynski et al., 2003). Hence, 
we examined both constructs simultaneously to clarify the 
relationships these constructs have to other variables. The 
results suggest employees experiencing death reflection are 
more prosocially motivated to engage in OCB, whereas 
employees experiencing death anxiety are less likely to 
engage in OCB because of their lack of prosocial motivation. 
Therefore, this research is important because it advances our 
knowledge about death awareness, providing a clear distinc-
tion between the effects of death anxiety and death reflection 
on important workplace behavior.

Secondly, the current study also makes an important con-
tribution to the organizational literature by identifying OI as 
an important boundary condition of the potential effects of 
death anxiety and death reflection on prosocial motivation 

in the workplace. TMT and PTG theory heavily focus on 
the influence of worldviews and assumptive worlds on an 
individual’s motivation and behavior (Greenberg et  al., 
1986; Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), but 
research has mainly operationalized these worldviews and 
assumptive worlds in terms of demographic variables, such 
as race, religion, or country of origin. However, our findings 
suggest that employees’ identification with the organization 
can greatly influence the relationships of employees’ death 
anxiety and death reflection with their work motivation and 
helping behavior. Specifically, an employee’s prosocial moti-
vation and subsequent engagement in OCB depends jointly 
on whether an individual identifies with the organization and 
the extent to which an employee experiences death-related 
anxiety. Therefore, these findings are important because they 
broaden the scope of domains in which employees can iden-
tify and outline circumstances in which employees who are 
anxious about death become motivated.

Lastly, these findings expand the organizational litera-
ture by identifying death anxiety and death reflection as 
important predictors of workplace behavior. Prior research 
has primarily assessed death anxiety and death reflection 
in a laboratory setting with students, which raises ques-
tions about the applicability of the findings to employees 
and the workplace. Based on the results of this study, it is 
evident that death anxiety and death reflection can affect 
how employees act in the workplace. Thus, this research is 
important because it emphasizes the importance of under-
standing the effects of death awareness in the workplace. 

Table 5   Moderated mediation 
analyses of death anxiety 
and death reflection on OCB 
through prosocial motivation

Note. N = 241 employees. Partial moderated mediation was tested. NA negative affectivity, OI organiza-
tional identification, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organiza-
tional citizenship behavior directed at the organization. Age, NA, and sex were included as control vari-
ables in the analyses. Coefficients of the indirect effects are unstandardized. Number of repeated bootstrap 
samples = 1,000. We used a median-split method to test moderated mediation. Low = below the median. 
High = above the median. – = a separate path analysis was conducted without the moderator to test partial 
mediation
* p ≤ .05

Independent variable Dependent variable Moderator
(OI)

Indirect
effect

SE 95% bias-cor-
rected bootstrap 
CI

Death anxiety OCB-I –  − .02* .01 [− .035, − .003]
Death anxiety OCB-I Low  − .05* .02 [− .101, − .007]
Death anxiety OCB-I High .02 .03 [− .039, .083]
Death reflection OCB-I – .07* .02 [.022, .112]
Death aeflection OCB-I Low .01 .06 [− .108, .120]
Death reflection OCB-I High .08 .07 [− .067, .219]
Death anxiety OCB-O – -.03* .01 [− .050, − .006]
Death anxiety OCB-O Low -.05* .02 [− .090, − .004]
Death anxiety OCB-O High .04 .05 [− .056, .128]
Death reflection OCB-O – .10* .03 [.036, .162]
Death reflection OCB-O Low .01 .05 [− .092, .104]
Death reflection OCB-O High .12 .11 [− .093, .335]
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Further, this research demonstrates that even employees in 
non-death-related jobs, which characterize most of the pre-
sent sample, are susceptible to the effects imposed by death 
anxiety and death reflection.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite these promising findings, there are some limitations 
that need to be recognized. First, although the study con-
ducted a three-wave time-lagged model to reduce common 
method effects (e.g., Podsakoff et al., 2012), we were not 
able to establish strong inferences about causality. Future 
research could improve on this by instituting experimental or 
quasi-experimental designs (e.g., Cook et al., 1990). CMV 
probably did not have strong effects on the results, how-
ever, for multiple reasons. Besides reducing CMV effects by 
measuring the variables at different points in time, one of the 
control variables, NA, was measured using the same method 
as the variables in the model, which should help control for 
its method (similar to effects of a marker variable recom-
mended by Podsakoff et al., 2012) while also controlling for 
its substantive construct (NA). In addition, some of the key 
analyses were interaction effects, which have been shown 
to be immune to common method effects (Siemsen et al., 
2010). Future research could address the CMV issues even 
further by also having other sources rate employee behavior 
(e.g., supervisor, peer, spouse).

Second, this study did not control for autoregressive 
effects. Although this study obtained measures at three time 
points with one-month intervals in between, and research 
provides support for theory on death anxiety and death 
reflection influencing prosocial motivation (Greenberg et al., 
1986; Lambert et al., 2014; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996; 
Wrzesniewski, 2002) and prosocial motivation influenc-
ing OCBs (Grant, 2008; Grant & Mayer, 2009; Meglino & 
Korsgaard, 2004; Rioux & Penner, 2001), we cannot make 
strong inferences about the causality or directionality of 
these relationships. Future research can address this issue 
by conducting a cross-lagged panel research design where 
each variable is measured at different time points.

Third, there may be concerns about the conclusions drawn 
from this study considering the sample size and sample demo-
graphics. Although some statistical rule of thumbs suggest 
that the sample size is more than adequate to test our model 
(Bentler & Chou, 1987; Nunnally, 1967), the moderation 
effects may lack sufficient statistical power and have small 
effect sizes (Murphy & Russell, 2016). As for the sample 
demographics, this study assessed employees whose jobs may 
have low exposure to death rather than high exposure to death. 
This is reflected in the sample demographics, which found at 
least 81% of participants to be in low-exposure jobs (n = 194; 
e.g., advertising and marketing, business support and logis-
tics, education). This does, however, highlight the relevance of 

examining death anxiety and death reflection across a variety 
of jobs, not just those with high exposure to death. Nonethe-
less, future research could assess mortality salience in other, 
larger samples that are more often exposed to death (e.g., mil-
itary soldiers, police officers) to strengthen the conclusions 
drawn from this study and generalize the results further.

There are also several directions for future research worth 
noting, given that death awareness is an obscure area in the 
organizational literature. For instance, there have been some 
criticisms regarding the robustness of PTG findings and the 
empirical inconsistencies of TMT findings (Hart, 2014; Klein 
et al., 2019). Although researchers have suggested that this 
may be a result of studies having insufficient power (Cha-
tard et al., 2020), study design and manipulations of death 
may also be contributing factors (Infurna & Jayawickreme, 
2019). Death is a powerful force, which makes it difficult 
to recreate in an experimental setting. One of the reasons 
why we are seeing issues in these areas of research may be 
because researchers have not been able to find a design that 
can accurately manipulate these psychological threats (Cox 
et al., 2019). In addition, studies conducted in a laboratory 
setting are not able to establish external and construct valid-
ity evidence. This suggests that there are several major areas 
that need to be addressed in the TMT and PTG literature. We 
propose that the best way to approach these issues is by using 
a mix of research designs and instruments when examining 
death anxiety and death reflection in the workplace. As men-
tioned earlier, organizational researchers can address many of 
these issues by using a quasi-experimental research design, 
which is great for observing naturally occurring moments of 
death in a way that is more ethical and feasible to do in the 
workplace as well as establishing some much needed external 
validity evidence (Cook et al., 1990). Additionally, the con-
struct validity evidence we established in this study is only 
a snapshot of the work-related behavioral outcomes death 
anxiety and death reflection may be associated with, so we 
highly encourage researchers to continue to use the death 
anxiety and death reflection scales to simultaneously examine 
the effects of these constructs on other behavioral outcomes.

Researchers should also investigate other potential mod-
erators of the relationship between death anxiety and proso-
cial motivation. According to TMT, self-esteem can buffer 
the harmful effects of death anxiety (Greenberg et al., 1986). 
Thus, we encourage researchers to examine self-esteem 
along with OI to see if these variables independently mod-
erate the relationship between death anxiety and prosocial 
motivation.

Researchers should also consider other types of work 
motivation to explain why death anxiety and death reflec-
tion could affect employee behavior. It would be particularly 
interesting to explore other underlying motives for death 
anxiety, such as a self-oriented motive or extrinsic motiva-
tion, considering that death anxiety was negatively related to 
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prosocial motivation. Research shows that people with death 
anxiety are more likely to engage in helping behavior when 
they can personally benefit from the results of their actions 
(Jonas et al., 2002). These individuals are more likely to 
have stronger desires to be physically attractive and wealthy 
(Arndt et al., 2004). These individuals are also more likely 
to use self-protective responses to defend against their exis-
tential anxiety (Arndt et al., 2005; Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 
2009; McGregor et al., 1998). This research suggests that 
there may be other underlying motives for death anxiety and 
warrants future exploration from researchers.

Lastly, with the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
researchers are presented with an opportunity to directly 
observe how mortality salience and death awareness influ-
ence employee and organizational outcomes. It would be 
interesting for researchers to replicate this study to see how 
results differ before and after the pandemic occurred. It is 
during times like these that employees, especially those high 
in OI, are going to be heavily reliant on supervisors and 
organizations to provide guidance and stability. Additionally, 
exposure to mortality cues has been found to increase death 
anxiety and death reflection (Jacobsen & Beehr, 2018). As a 
result, employees have reported engaging in more prosocial 
behavior following a traumatic event (Wrzesniewski, 2002). 
Given the influence mortality salience can have on death 
anxiety, death reflection, and employee behavior, it is likely 
that the relationships in our proposed model will be stronger 
because of the pandemic.

Practical Implications

Findings from the current study suggest that death reflection 
prosocially drives employees to engage in desirable work 
behavior. Considering these results, organizations need to be 
cognizant of and actively seeking ways to promote employ-
ees to engage in death reflection rather than death anxiety 
when mortality cues arise. Death reflection is a cognitive 
process that requires employees to review, contemplate, and 
take perspective on their life (Cozzolino et al., 2004). On 
the other hand, death anxiety is an emotional process that 
heightens employees’ fears and anxieties when faced with 
death (Nyatanga & de Vocht, 2006). Therefore, it is impor-
tant for organizations to invest in interventions that provide 
employees with tools to reflect upon themselves, especially 
if a death-related event is likely to occur in the workplace. 
This is especially true for organizations where employees 
are chronically exposed to death, such as death of a client 
or working in a high-risk country (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 
2009; Jacobsen & Beehr, 2020a, 2020b). That way, in case 
a mortality cue occurs, even under the radar of the organiza-
tion, the employees will have the tools needed to overcome 
the event and experience the more positive effects.

Furthermore, organizations could provide additional 
training opportunities for supervisors to learn how to pro-
mote employee reflection on death, or at least to not discour-
age it. For jobs where encounters with deaths or near-deaths 
are likely, supervisors should also learn how to detect behav-
ioral signs that employees are becoming anxious rather than 
reflecting on their death after experiencing mortality cues. In 
certain countries, particularly in the West, talking about and 
even thinking about death may be seen as a taboo (Nyatanga 
& de Vocht, 2006). This is concerning because employees 
who do not reflect on their death are less prosocially moti-
vated and thus less likely to proactively assist the organiza-
tion and its members. To prevent this, supervisors need to 
encourage employees to reflect on their death or to utilize the 
services offered by the organization. In cases where employ-
ees may be experiencing death anxiety, supervisors need to 
attentively watch these employees to determine if they show 
decreases in prosocial motivation. Some examples of these 
signs include not wanting to work on tasks that could help 
other colleagues and not being energized when working on 
tasks that could help other organizational members (Grant 
& Sumanth, 2009).

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to develop and test a theo-
retical model of death anxiety and death reflection predicting 
employee motivation and work behavior. In doing so, these 
findings identified clear distinctions between death anxi-
ety and death reflection that have been largely unexplored 
in the organizational literature. We hope the findings from 
this study offer new insights and inspire scholars and prac-
titioners to consider the dark, and yet intriguingly optimistic 
effects that death awareness can have on employees and the 
organization.

Appendix 1. Items Used to Measure Death 
Anxiety

This document contains the items used to measure death 
anxiety. Table 6 reports the corrected item-total correlations 
(CITC) for two samples. The first data collection effort was 
collected from 175 undergraduate students across 2 time 
points, of which death anxiety was measured at Time 2. In 
the second data collection effort, data was collected from 
163 employees across 4 time points, of which death anxiety 
was measured at Time 1.
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Table 6   Death anxiety items. 
Instructions: Indicate the extent 
to which you agree with each of 
the following statements

Corrected item-total correlations 
(CITC)

Items Sample 1: Sample 2:

Undergraduates Employees

1. Not knowing what the next world is like troubles me. .62 .75
2. The idea of never thinking again after I die frightens me. .67 .68
3. Being totally immobile after death bothers me. .77 .79
4. The subject of life after death troubles me greatly. .73 .72
5. I hate the idea that I will be helpless after I die. .70 .79
6. Never feeling anything again after I die upsets me. .65 .72
7. I am troubled by the thought that my body will decompose in the grave. .65 .70
8. I am worried about what happens to us after we die. .71 .75
9. The total isolation of death is frightening to me. .77 .82

Table 7   Death reflection items. 
Instructions: How often have 
you thought about and reflected 
on the following things, 
regarding your own death?

Corrected item-total correlations (CITC)

Items Sample 1: Sample 2: Sample 3:
Undergraduates Employees Adults

1. I think about the life choices I have made. .68 .62 .65
2. I think about my actions throughout life. .70 .64 .69
3. I think about the reasons why I did certain things in the past. .64 .62 .64
4. I think about the meaning of my life. .75 .68 .60
5. I think about what makes my life significant. .69 .66 .61
6. I think about whether I have lived a meaningful life. .70 .70 .66
7. I think about the reason for my existence. .71 .65 .65
8. I think about how my life fits into the grand scheme of things. .71 .67 .61
9. I think about how people will remember me. .64 .65 .65

Appendix 2. Items Used to Measure Death 
Reflection

This document contains the items used to measure death 
reflection. Table 7 reports the corrected item-total corre-
lations (CITC) for three samples. The first data collection 
effort was collected from 175 undergraduate students across 

2 time points, of which death reflection was measured at 
Time 2. In the second data collection effort, data was col-
lected from 163 employees across 4 time points, of which 
death reflection was measured at Time 1. The third data 
collection effort was cross-sectional and consisted of 192 
adults.
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Appendix 3. Alternative Model Testing

To examine the robustness of the results found in this 
study, we conducted four alternative model tests. These 
alternative models were determined by searching through 
the existing literature for empirical studies that have exam-
ined interactions among the study and control variables. 
We discovered that studies have examined the interaction 
between mortality salience and neuroticism (e.g., Arndt 
& Solomon, 2003; Goldenberg et al., 2006; Xu & Brucks, 
2011). Given that neuroticism shares some similarities to 
negative affectivity (i.e., NA), we believe that NA may 
function similarly as neuroticism and thus examined the 
interaction between death anxiety and NA. The interac-
tion of mortality salience and age has also been explored 
(Maxfield et al., 2007; Roberts & Maxfield, 2019), so we 
also examined the interaction between death anxiety and 

age. In addition, research suggests that age plays a major role 
in how individuals’ psychological reactions to death shift over 
time from anxiety to reflection (Lykins, Segerstrom, Averill, 
Evans, & Kemeny, 2007). Although it has not been explored 
to our knowledge, it has been proposed that future research 
should explore the moderating role of age on the relation-
ship between death reflection and behavior (Frias et al., 
2011). Therefore, we also examine the interaction between 
death reflection and age. Lastly, we also considered the 
interaction between death anxiety and death reflection. 
This is because these constructs share similar functions to 
the hot and cool systems (Grant & Wade-Benzoni, 2009), 
which have been proposed to interact with each other 
(Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). Results for these analyses 
are reported in Tables 8, 9, 10, and 11. As shown in these 
tables, there were no significant changes to the results that 
altered the focal conclusions drawn from this study.

Table 8   Alternative model 1: 
controlling for the interaction 
between death anxiety and 
negative affectivity

N = 241 employees. DA death anxiety, DR death reflection, NA negative affectivity, OI organizational iden-
tification, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizen-
ship behavior directed at the organization
† p ≤ 0.10. *p ≤ 0.05. **p ≤ 0.01

Prosocial  
motivation

OCBI OCB-O

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Variable β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Control variable
  Age  − .12* .04  − 10 .04  − .08 .04  − .01 .05 .01 .05
  NA  − .14* .17  − .03 .15  − .01 .16  − .07 .18  − .05 .18
  Sex  − .31** .10  − .15* .09  − .10 .10  − .07 .11  − .03 .11
  DA × NA .12* .04  − .09 .04  − .11† .04  − .04 .04  − .05 .04
Independent variable
  Death anxiety  − .20** .12  −.17** .11  − .14* .12  − .16** .13  − .13* .14
  Death reflection .22** .22 .25** .21 .22** .21 .18** .24 .15* .25
Moderator
  OI .27** .16 .22** .15 .18** .15 .45** .17 .41** .17
Interaction term
  DA × OI  − .15* .02  − .17** .02  − .15* .02  − .16** .02  − .14* .02
  DR × OI 0.14* .05 .01 .05 .02 .05 .05 .05 .03 .05
Mediator
  Prosocial motivation .15* .06 .13* .07
R2 .27** .17** .19** .30** .31**
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Table 9   Alternative model 2: 
controlling for the interaction 
between death anxiety and age

N = 241 employees. DA death anxiety, DR death reflection, NA negative affectivity, OI organizational iden-
tification, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizen-
ship behavior directed at the organization
† p ≤ 0.10. *p ≤ 0.05. **p ≤ 0.01

Prosocial  
Motivation

OCBI OCB-O

Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Variable β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Control variable
  Age  − .13* .09  − .10 .08  − .09 .08 .00 .10 .01 .10
  NA  − .12* .08  − .05 .07  − .03 .07  − .07 .08  − .06 .08
  Sex  − .30** .10  − .15* .09  − .11† .10  − .07 .11  − .04 .11
  DA × age  − .09 .02 .00 .02 .01 .02 .03 .03 .04 .03
Independent variable
  Death anxiety  − .19** .13  − .17** .12  − .15* .12  − .16** .14  − .13* .14
  Death reflection .21** .22 .25** .21 .23** .21 .18** .24 .15* .25
Moderator
  OI .26** .16 .21** .15 .18** .15 .45** .17 .41** .17
Interaction term
  DA × OI  − .15* .02  − .18** .02  − .16* .02  − .16** .02  − .14* .02
  DR × OI .14* .05 .00 .05 .01 .05 .05 .05 .03 .05
Mediator
  Prosocial motivation .13† .06 .13* .07
R2 .27** .17** .19** .30** .31**

Table 10   Alternative model 3: 
controlling for the interaction 
between death reflection and 
age

N = 241 employees. DA death anxiety, DR death reflection, NA negative affectivity, OI organizational iden-
tification, OCB-I organizational citizenship behavior directed at individuals, OCB-O organizational citizen-
ship behavior directed at the organization
† p ≤ 0.10. *p ≤ 0.05. **p ≤ 0.01

Prosocial  
Motivation

OCBI OCB-O

Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14 Model 15

Variable β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Control variable
  Age  − .12* .22  − 0.10 0.20  − 0.09 .20  − .01 .24 .01 .24
  NA  − .12* .08  − 0.05 0.07  − 0.04 .07  − .07 .08  − .06 .08
  Sex  − .30* .10  − .15* .09  − .11† .10  − .07 .11  − .04 .11
  DR × age  − .04 .06  − .03 .06  − .02 .06 .02 .07 .03 .07
Independent variable
  Death anxiety  − .19** .09  − .17** .08  − .15* .08  − .16** .10  − .13* .10
  Death reflection .21** .33 .25** .30 .23** .30 .18** .35 .15* .36
Moderator
  OI .27** .16 .21** .15 .18** .15 .45** .18 .41** .18
Interaction term
  DA × OI  − .14* .02  − .18** .02  − .16* .02  − .17** .02  − .15* .02
  DR × OI .13* .05 .00 .05 .02 .05 .05 .6 .04 .06
Mediator
  Prosocial motivation .13† .06 .13* .07
R2 .26** .17** .19** .29** .31**
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