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Abstract

Mortality salience research has played a central role in understanding responses to death
awareness and existential threat. At the same time, relatively little research has examined
whether long-term contemplative practice may shape affective, cognitive, and implicit
responses to mortality-related stimuli. The present study investigated these processes in
long-term contemplative practitioners from a Sufi tradition in which reflection on death
occupies a central role. Participants completed an implicit measure of self- versus other-
oriented attitudes before and after a mortality salience induction, along with self-report
measures of anxiety, affect, and death-thought accessibility. Following mortality reminders,
non-meditators reported higher anxiety and showed a relative increase in implicit prosocial
orientation, consistent with defensive coping responses described in Terror Management
Theory research. In contrast, long-term contemplative practitioners exhibited lower anxiety,
a greater accessibility of death-related thoughts, and no increase in prosocial orientation
following mortality salience. Greater meditation experience was associated with lower
anxiety and negative affect. These findings suggest that sustained contemplative engage-
ment may be associated with reduced existential defensiveness and more open engagement
with death-related cognition. More broadly, the study highlights the value of investigating
long-term contemplative practitioners in mortality salience research and points toward
new directions for research on meditation, existential cognition, and adaptive responses to
mortality awareness.

Keywords: mortality salience; Terror Management Theory; Sufism; contemplative practice;
existential defensiveness; death cognition

1. Introduction

While both the time and how an individual dies are usually unpredictable (apart from
cases of suicide), the fact that death occurs is inescapable. Terror Management Theory
(TMT; for a review, see Pyszczynski et al., 2015; Greenberg et al., 1997) posits that the
awareness of the inevitability of death is a critical motivating force in human cognition and
behavior. The theory maintains that people cope with their fear of death via two cultural
anxiety-buffering mechanisms, including shared beliefs about reality that imbue the world
with meaning and structure (cultural worldviews), and the sense of worth derived from
meeting the standards of those worldviews (self-esteem).

Research derived from TMT has extensively documented that mortality reminders of-
ten elicit defensive responses that protect cultural worldviews, promote ingroup-favoritism,
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and justify prejudice or hostility toward threatening outgroups (e.g., Arrowood & Cox,
2020). At the same time, TMT research has recognized that these responses are not uniform,
but depend on individual and contextual factors, including the availability of existential
resources such as self-esteem, cultural orientation, and other psychological characteris-
tics (e.g., Arndt et al., 2002; Burke et al., 2010; Park & Pyszczynski, 2016; Solomon et al.,
2026). An emerging line of research has begun to examine whether awareness of mortality
may also foster constructive psychological outcomes under some conditions. Rather than
exclusively producing defensive reactions, mortality awareness has been associated with
greater meaning seeking, prosociality, personal growth, and other more adaptive responses
(e.g., Vail et al., 2012).

Building on this emerging literature, researchers have also turned their attention to
the role of contemplative practices in shaping the responses to mortality awareness. For
example, mindfulness-based approaches have been associated with a reduced avoidance of
threatening thoughts and less defensive responses following mortality reminders (e.g., Park
& Pyszczynski, 2019). However, this line of research has primarily focused on relatively brief
interventions or forms of contemplative practice that do not explicitly engage with mortality.
Much less attention has been devoted to contemplative traditions in which sustained
reflection on death constitutes an integral component of practice (but see Alparslan & Ersin
Kusdil, 2025). Such traditions may therefore provide a particularly informative context
for examining whether long-term, intentional, and culturally structured engagement with
mortality is associated with less defensive responses to mortality awareness.

To address this gap, the present study focuses on long-term Sufi meditators, a contem-
plative tradition in which awareness of death occupies a central place in spiritual practice.
Specifically, we examine whether sustained contemplative engagement with mortality
is associated with distinctive affective, cognitive, and implicit responses to existential
threat. By doing so, the present research seeks to contribute to the growing literature on
the adaptive potential of mortality awareness while also extending the TMT framework
by examining one possible source of enduring existential resources associated with less
defensive responses to mortality.

1.1. Contemplative Practices and TMT

A growing body of research (e.g., Schultz & Arnau, 2019; Piotrowski et al., 2020;
Routledge & Juhl, 2010) has shown that contemplative practice experience is associated
with reduced defensiveness responses after mortality reminders and predicts prosocial
behavior in intergroup contexts (Berry et al., 2023).

Preliminary evidence suggests that mindfulness, whether conceptualized as a disposi-
tional trait or temporarily induced through meditation, may attenuate defensive responses
to mortality salience. Niemiec et al. (2010) found that dispositional mindfulness—a trait
characterized by receptive attention to present-moment experience—was associated with
lower levels of defensive reactions to reminders of death, such as a reduced acceptance of
prejudice against an outgroup (Study 2) and increased self-enhancement strivings (Study
4). Individuals high in mindfulness also showed an increase in death-related thoughts
following mortality salience, an effect not observed among those lower in mindfulness.
Similarly, Park and Pyszczynski (2019, Studies 2 and 3) reported that a brief, one-time
meditation training administered prior to the experimental session eliminated the effects
of mortality salience on worldview defense and reduced the suppression of death-related
thoughts. Taken together, these findings suggest that mindfulness may reduce the ten-
dency to avoid threatening cognitions, potentially because it promotes a more accepting
and nonreactive awareness of one’s thoughts. However, most of the existing evidence
derives from mindfulness-based approaches that do not explicitly center on mortality
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itself, leaving open the question of whether similar patterns may emerge in contemplative
traditions where death is an explicitly cultivated theme. Furthermore, while these findings
document the positive effects of mindfulness both as a trait and following short-term
experimental induction, the long-term effects of meditation on existential defensiveness
remain underexplored.

Building on evidence that mindfulness fosters a more open engagement with mortality,
we sought to extend this inquiry to a contemplative tradition that explicitly and deliberately
focuses on mortality. Among belief systems that emphasize a peaceful relationship with
death, Sufism—a contemplative and mystical branch of Islam—stands out for its central
focus on the spiritual meaning of dying. Sufi thought encourages individuals to approach
death not as a threat to be avoided, but as a reunion with the divine. Death is described
as the “wedding night”, a metaphor for union with God (Alparslan & Ersin Kusdil, 2025).
From this perspective, death is not feared but longed for and is regularly commemorated as
a moment of transcendence. This theological and emotional orientation toward mortality
may provide practitioners with a powerful existential resource, enabling them to manage
thoughts of death without the need for defensive psychological responses.

A further unresolved issue concerns the long-term effects of sustained engagement
in contemplative practices that explicitly embrace mortality. Therefore, the present study
investigates whether regular participation in a contemplative practice that explicitly em-
braces death is associated with reduced existential defensiveness. Given the established link
between meditation and mental health (Pan et al., 2024), we also controlled for participants’
overall psychological well-being.

1.2. Meaning in Life and Spiritual Transcendence as a Buffer Against Existential Concerns

In recent years, additional psychological buffers to existential concerns have been
proposed. One factor is the presence of meaning in life, or the extent to which individuals
perceive their lives as coherent, purposeful, and significant. Individuals lacking this existen-
tial resource increased their levels of death anxiety after mortality salience (MS), whereas
those high in meaning appear more resilient (Routledge & Juhl, 2010). Having a meaningful
life also implies being part of something larger, more enduring, and of greater significance
than one’s physical existence providing feelings of death transcendence. Thus, another
related buffer against MS is spiritual transcendence. Research has proved that spiritual
transcendence reduces the effect of mortality salience on increased altruistic tendencies
among religious (i.e., Catholics) and nonreligious (i.e., atheists) people (Piotrowski et al.,
2020), as well as among non-WEIRD, largely unreligious Easterners (Dong et al., 2018). All
in all, the findings reviewed above suggest that people are less prone to showing defensive
responses to mortality salience as a result of the beneficial impact of dispositional variables,
like the presence of meaning in life, and spiritual transcendence. Importantly, this effect
does not depend on the belief systems from which it arises.

1.3. TMT and Prosocial Behavior

A growing body of evidence indicates that mortality concerns can foster prosocial
inclinations. Jonas et al. (2002) coined the term “Scrooge effect” to describe a constructive
consequence of mortality salience: much like Dickens’s protagonist, who responded to
the prospect of an insignificant and lonely death by becoming kinder and more generous,
individuals may seek to manage death anxiety by engaging in benevolence. From a TMT
perspective, this shift can be understood as an attempt to uphold cultural values that
enhance self-esteem and provide existential protection.

Scholars have identified several factors that clarify when mortality salience promotes
or inhibits prosocial behavior. One concerns the specific content of cultural worldviews.
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Because cultural prescriptions often contain contradictory norms—such as those promoting
generosity alongside those encouraging self-interest—MS effects can vary, helping to
explain the inconsistent findings regarding whether MS fosters prosociality or greed (Jonas
et al., 2013; Gailliot et al., 2008).

Beyond normative ambiguity, the nature of the prosocial cause itself further shapes
responses to mortality salience. Helping behaviors that indirectly affirm symbolic
meaning—such as charitable donation—often increase under MS, whereas behaviors that
highlight the body’s vulnerability—such as organ donation—tend to decrease, as they
undermine symbolic defenses against death (Hirschberger et al., 2008).

Beyond cultural prescriptions and situational features, individual differences also
shape prosocial responses to MS. Joireman and Duell (2005) showed that individuals
oriented toward maximizing their own gains shifted toward self-transcendence values
under MS, whereas dispositionally prosocial individuals were less affected. Extending this
line of work, Dong et al. (2018) found that individuals low in spirituality were particularly
likely to shift toward prosocial attitudes following mortality reminders.

Together, these findings suggest that mortality salience can foster prosociality, but its
expression depends on a complex interplay between cultural prescriptions, situational cues,
and personality traits. From this perspective, prosocial orientation may function either
as a defensive response to existential threat or as an expression of reduced defensiveness,
depending on individuals’ existential resources. This distinction motivated the use of an
implicit measure of self- versus other-oriented attitudes in the present study.

1.4. The Present Study

Building on the body of work discussed above, the present study aims to make a
novel contribution by examining the role of long-term contemplative practices in managing
existential concerns via a quasi-experimental design. Rather than testing the presence or
absence of a uniform mortality salience effect, the present study adopts an individual-
differences approach, examining whether long-term engagement in a contemplative tra-
dition that explicitly integrates death is associated with distinct patterns of responding
to mortality reminders. Specifically, it investigates whether experienced Sufi meditators,
known for their deep consideration of death, exhibit defensive responses to mortality
salience. Additionally, the study explores Sufis’ responses to mortality salience compared
to those of lay people without prior meditation experience. Defensive responses are opera-
tionalized as an implicit bias toward other- versus self-interest (i.e., prosocial orientation),
assessed before and after MS induction.

Within the domain of prosocial attitudes, short-term mindfulness training has been
shown to increase helping behaviors toward outgroup members (Berry et al., 2023). Fur-
thermore, contemplating one’s own mortality has been associated with increased prosocial
attitudes (Moon, 2019) and values (Joireman & Duell, 2005). However, little is known about
the effects of long-term contemplative practice on defensive reactions to MS, particularly in
relation to prosocial orientations.

Sufism offers a distinctive context for addressing this gap. With its special emphasis on
death, conceived as a joyful experience to be embraced and contemplated, Sufism provides
a unique case for investigating the potential benefits of a sustained confrontation with
mortality. Moreover, Sufism integrates both the personal and group-based dimensions
of spiritual development. This dual emphasis makes Sufism a particularly relevant case
for the present investigation, given that our implicit measure directly targets the balance
between other- and self-oriented interests—a dynamic that is central to its spiritual practice.

Beyond our primary interest in examining how contemplative practice shapes coping
with thoughts of death, we also drew on the extensive literature on the cognitive processes
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underlying defensive responses to mortality salience (Arndt et al., 2004). This framework
allowed us to explore the potential mechanisms through which meditation may exert its
effects. In particular, we investigated whether a lower tendency to suppress unpleasant
thoughts—a process often fostered by meditation—would be reflected in higher death-
thought accessibility (DTA), and how this, in turn, would relate to affective states and
defensive responses following mortality salience.

Our specific hypotheses are as follows:

H1. Following mortality salience, long-term Sufi meditators are expected to report lower levels of
state anxiety and negative affect compared to non-meditators.

H2a. The effects of mortality salience on participants’ affective responses are expected to correlate
with dispositional variables such as the presence of meaning in life, satisfaction with life, mental
health, and spiritual transcendence.

H2b. Among Sufi meditators, the strength of such effects would also correlate with reported years
of practice.

H3. Among non-meditators, reminders of mortality are expected to be associated with an increased
implicit positive evaluation of other-related compared to self-related information from pre- to post-MS
induction.

H4a. Due to their sustained engagement with death contemplation and their dual focus on both
personal and group-based dimensions, Sufi meditators are expected to be less affected by MS. They
will not show increased prosocial orientation following mortality salience but will endorse self- and
other-related information equally.

H4b. Alternatively, experienced meditators may show a preference for self-related information,
consistent with evidence of a self-relevance processing advantage (for a review, see Sui & Humphreys,
2017) even among long-term meditators (Trautwein et al., 2016)—moreover, because of the nature
of Sufism with its special focus on the self and death as a way towards a reunion with God.

H5. Following mortality salience, non-meditators are expected to show lower levels of death-thought
accessibility, whereas Sufi meditators are expected to show higher levels of DTA.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power (version 3.1.9.7; Heinrich-
Heine-Universitdt, Diisseldorf, Germany) for a repeated-measures ANOVA with a within—
between interaction. Parameters were set as follows: effect size (f) = 0.20 (small to medium),
significance level () = 0.05, statistical power (1 — 3) = 0.80, two groups, and two measure-
ment occasions. The analysis indicated that a total sample size of about 52 participants is
required to achieve the specified power, corresponding to approximately 26 participants
per group. To account for data loss and attrition, we enrolled sixty-seven participants from
the provinces of Mazandaran and Gilan, northern Iran. All volunteered to participate in
this study. They did not receive credits or money for their participation. Since the aim of our
study was to compare the joint effect of long-term meditation along with personality traits
in managing existential concerns, a sample of 31 Iranian Sufism practitioners (10 female
and 21 males) and a sample of 36 Iranians with no meditation experience (23 female and
13 males) were recruited. Twelve participants were excluded from further analyses: nine
participants failed to complete all the experimental sessions or the questionnaires, and three

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420


https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420

Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 1420

60f17

participants were removed due to technical problems during data collection that caused
data loss. The final sample consisted of 55 participants (82% of the original sample).

Twenty-four were Iranian Sufism practitioners (seven female and eighteen male); their
age ranged from 19 to 84 years old (M =43.17; SD =16.27). Inclusion criterion for this group
was a lifetime meditation experience of more than 1000 h (or approximately three years).
Their lifetime meditation experience ranged from 1 to 39 years (M = 15.62; SD = 9.40).!

There were 31 participants (20 female and 11 male) with no meditation experience aged
between 22 to 56 (M = 36.97; SD = 8.40). Inclusion criterion for this group was reporting no
or only sporadic meditation experience (less than 100 h lifetime). All indicated not having
any a priori meditation experience.

2.2. Procedure and Material

Participants were recruited through personal contacts of two research assistants, NG
and SF, and by snowball sampling. Participants were informed that the study was about
their perspectives on life, lifestyle, and personality traits. Informed consent was obtained
prior to the experiment, and all participants were debriefed following the completion of
the study. In the first part of the study participants were presented with a package of
trait questionnaires, assessing their level of spirituality, overall level of mental health, and
their perceived presence of meaning in life. In this session, also demographic variables
and meditative expertise were collected. Participants completed the trait questionnaires
independently, in paper-and-pencil format, following the prescribed order. A research
assistant was available to answer questions or clarify instructions if needed, but partici-
pants completed the questionnaires at their own pace, and no time limit was imposed. The
experimental procedure was conducted and supervised by a research assistant. It started
with the baseline assessment of the Affective Misattribution Procedure (AMP) measure
followed by the MS manipulation. Afterwards, participants completed two filler question-
naires, State-Trait Anxiety Inventory Form (STAI-Y; Abdoli et al., 2020; Spielberger et al.,
1983) and the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988), to measure
participants’ levels of anxiety following death reminders and positive and negative affect,
respectively. These distractors were included because previous studies have shown that
mortality salience effects occur after people have been distracted from thoughts of their own
death (Greenberg et al., 1994); and to rule out the possibility that mood or anxiety and not
terror management processes were responsible for the findings of this research. This delay
is followed by the second assessment of the AMP, followed by a word completion task to
assess levels of death-thought accessibility (Greenberg et al., 1994). The present study was
not preregistered. Validated Persian versions were used for all standardized questionnaires,
with the exception of the Self-Transcendence subscale, for which no validated Persian
version was available. This subscale was translated specifically for the present study by the
two Persian-speaking research assistants and reviewed by the research team to preserve
the meaning of the original items as closely as possible. All the measures were presented in
the following order.

2.3. Trait Questionnaires

Self-transcendence. Participants’ level of self-transcendence was assessed through the
Self-Transcendence subscale from the Temperament and Character Inventory questionnaire
(Cloninger et al., 1994). Twenty-six items were employed to assess participants’ level of
self-transcendence along three dimensions: self-forgetful vs. self-conscious experience
(10 items), transpersonal identification vs. self-differentiation (8 items), and spiritual
acceptance vs. rational materialism (8 items). Answers were given on a 5-point Likert
scale from 1 (absolutely false) to 5 (absolutely true). Higher scores indicate higher levels

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420


https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420

Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 1420

7 of 17

of self-transcendence. Internal reliability was good in our sample (Cronbach’s o« = 0.84,
McDonald’s w = 0.86).

Mental health. Participants” level of mental health was assessed through two ques-
tionnaires. First, the psychological distress was assessed using the Persian version of the
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 Items (DASS-21; Habibi et al., 2017; Kakemam et al,,
2022; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). This scale includes 21 items divided into three 7-item
subscales. This self-report questionnaire measures the prevalence of depression (e.g., “I felt
downhearted and blue”), anxiety (e.g., “I felt scared without any good reason”), and stress
(e.g., “I found myself getting agitated”) signs and symptoms. Participants responded to
these items on a 4-point Likert scale from 0 (it does not apply to me at all) to 3 (it applies
to me most of the time). A total score representing general psychological distress was
computed as the sum of all items; higher scores represent higher psychological distress.
In the present study, the overall score showed a good internal consistency (Cronbach’s
o = 0.83, McDonald’s w = 0.84). Second, we used the Persian version of the Satisfaction
With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; Nooripour et al., 2021) as an indicator of psy-
chological functioning and emotional well-being. This 5-item scale assesses individuals’
cognitive evaluations of their overall life satisfaction (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”).
Each item has been scored on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 to 7. In the present sample, the
scale demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s o = 0.84, McDonald’s w = 0.85).

Meaning in life. The Iranian version of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ);
Mesrabadi et al., 2013; Steger et al., 2006) was used to assess participants” perceived
presence of meaning in life (e.g., “My life has a clear sense of purpose”). Only the 5 items
of the subscale Presence of meaning were retained. Each item was rated on a 7-point
Likert scale from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 7 (absolutely true). In the present study, the
internal consistency of the two scale was good for both the presence of meaning (Cronbach’s
o =0.77, McDonald’s w = 0.80) and the search for meaning component (Cronbach’s « = 0.89,
McDonald’s w = 0.90).

2.4. First Experimental Phase

Affective Misattribution Procedure (AMP). The procedure of the AMP largely followed
the general recommendations by Payne et al. (2005). Participants were seated in front of
a computer and informed that the study examined “how people make simple but quick
judgements”. Participants were told that they would see a word followed by a Chinese
character, flashed one after the other (for a similar procedure, see Sava et al., 2012). They
were told that the word label simply served as a warning signal for the Chinese character
and that they should do nothing with the word attribute. Instead, their job was to judge the
visual pleasantness of each Chinese pictograph. In addition, participants were instructed
to respond quickly. Participants were told that the word attributes can sometimes bias
people’s responses to the Chinese ideographs, and that they should try their absolute best
not to let the words bias their judgments of the Chinese ideographs in any possible way.

On each trial of the task, participants were first presented with a fixation cross for
500 ms, which was replaced by a prime stimulus of either other- or self-interest words for
75 ms. The presentation of the prime was followed by a blank screen for 125 ms, after
which a Chinese ideograph appeared for 100 ms. The Chinese ideograph was then replaced
by a black-and-white pattern mask, and participants were asked to make their response.
Participants’ task was to indicate whether they consider the Chinese ideograph as visually
more pleasant or visually less pleasant than the average Chinese ideograph using a key
on the computer keyboard. The particular key assignment for a given trial appeared
on the screen together with the black-and-white patter mask that replaces the Chinese
ideograph. The pattern mask remains on the screen until participants gave their response.
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The next trial started after an intertrial interval of 500 ms. Participants first completed 10
practice trials using neutral control words to familiarize themselves with the computerized
procedure before beginning the experimental trials. As prime stimuli, five self-interest
(keep, gain, earn, profit, and obtain) and five other-interest (i.e., share, give, aid, favor, and
assistance) word attributes were used and translated into Persian for use in the present
study. These attributes were taken from the SOI-IAT measure (Thornton & Aknin, 2020),
which evaluates participants” implicit bias toward others- vs. self-interest (i.e., prosociality).
Each prime was presented 10 times, summing up to a total of 100 trials (for a similar
procedure, see Gawronski & Ye, 2014). As target stimuli, we use 10 Chinese ideographs.
Order of trials and prime- target combinations were randomized by the computer for each
participant. During data collection, no substantial difficulties related to computer use were
observed by the research assistant. Data were treated following the original instructions by
Payne et al. (2005).

MS manipulation. Participants responded to two open-ended questions (used in prior
TMT studies; e.g., Cox et al., 2019): “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of
your own death arouses in you,” and “Jot down, as specifically as you can, what you think
will happen to you as you physically die and once you are physically dead.” Participants
were instructed to answer with their first, natural response to each of these questions.
Previous research (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1994) has shown that the effects of an explicit MS
prime are more robust after a short delay when death-related thought is accessible, but
out of focal attention. For this reason, two filler questionnaires were included between MS
manipulation and the administration of the dependent variables.

2.5. State Questionnaires

Delay/ Affect. Two state questionnaires were used measuring distress and emotional
state. Specifically, the Persian version of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory Form (STAI-Y;
Abdoli et al., 2020; Spielberger et al., 1983), and of the Positive-And-Negative Affective
Scale (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). STAI-Y measures the anxiety and psychological distress
(e.g., “I am tense”, and “I feel frightened”) as the sum of 20 items (higher scores indicated
higher anxiety state), rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 to 5. PANAS consisted of
10 positive (e.g., “Enthusiastic”) affect items (PA; Cronbach’s « = 0.83, McDonald’s w = 0.84)
and 10 negative (e.g., “Distressed”) affect items (NA; Cronbach’s « = 0.85, McDonald’s
w =0.86).

2.6. Second Experimental Phase

AMP. A second assessment of the AMP was administered. This version was identical
to the one used in the first phase of the experiment.

Death-Thought Accessibility (DTA). To assess death-thought accessibility, participants
completed a set of 20-word fragments containing a blank space into which letters could
be written (Webber et al., 2016). Of the 20-word fragments, six could be completed with
either a death-related word or a neutral word. For example, the word-fragment, “SK_ _L”
could be completed as the neutral word skill or as the death-related word skull. Possible
death-related words include buried, dead, grave, killed, skull, and coffin. The Persian
version of the DTA task was developed by adapting the original English word fragments
into Persian while preserving the ambiguity of each fragment. For example, the Persian
word for “death” (marg) was presented as “_arg”, which could also be completed as barg
(“leaf”). Participants were informed that this task examines their first, natural response,
and, thus, they were instructed to complete each fragment quickly, with the first word that
comes to mind. Death-thought accessibility score was calculated by summing the number
of death-related completions, potentially ranging from 0 to 6.
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3. Results

As an initial step, we examined whether the two groups differed on the dispositional
variables assessed during the first session, to ensure comparability at baseline. To this end,
we conducted a series of Welch's t-tests, with the results reported in Table 1. The analysis
revealed significant group differences in self-transcendence and the presence of meaning in
life. In contrast, no significant group differences emerged for any of the DASS subscales
(all ps > 0.18), nor for the overall DASS score or life satisfaction. These findings suggest
that the two groups did not differ in baseline levels of psychological distress before the
mortality salience manipulation and that the subsequent findings cannot be attributed to
pre-existing differences in depression, anxiety, or stress. We also compared the two groups
on gender distribution and found a significant difference in the number of women and
men in the sample, x2(1) = 6.76, p < 0.05. Consistently, gender was included as a covariate
in subsequent analyses.

Table 1. Results of the Welch’s t-tests comparing the two groups on the dispositional variables
(N =55).

Mean

Long-Term Sufi Mear.l Non- -Mean . SE Statistic df Effect Size
. Meditators Difference Difference
Meditators
Age 43.96 36.97 —6.99 3.62 —1.93 34.20 —0.54
Self transcendence 93.88 84.00 —9.88 3.33 —2.96*  43.00 —0.81
MLQ 30.64 25.00 —5.64 1.45 —3.89**  54.00 —-1.03
DASS TOT 37.20 40.52 3.32 2.32 1.43 53.50 0.38
SWLS 22.28 19.84 —2.44 1.89 —-1.29 46.20 —0.35

Note. The effects are reported with long-term Sufi meditators group as reference. Effect size is
computed as Cohen’s d. df = degree of freedom; SE = standard error; DASS = Depression Anxiety
Stress Scale, short version; MLQ = Meaning in Life Questionnaire, presence of meaning subscale;
SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale. ** p < 0.01.

3.1. MS Induction Effects on Affective State

To test H1, we examined whether Sufi meditators differed from non-meditators in their
affective state following the mortality salience induction. Figure 1 displays the mean scores
for STAIL, PANAS Positive, and PANAS Negative across groups. We conducted a one-way
MANCOVA with the groups (Sufi meditators vs. non-meditators) as the independent vari-
able and STAI, PANAS Positive, and PANAS Negative as dependent variables, controlling
for age, gender, mental health, satisfaction with life, self-transcendence, and meaning in life.
The analysis revealed a trend-level effect of group, Wilks” lambda = 0.82, F(4, 44) = 2.35,
p = 0.07. Follow-up univariate analyses showed a significant group difference on state
anxiety, p < 0.05, such that the non-meditators reported higher levels of state anxiety after
the MS induction than Sufi meditators. No significant effects emerged for PANAS Positive,
p = 0.57, and PANAS Negative, p = 0.50.

To test hypothesis H2a, the same MANCOVA also revealed an overall significant effect
of the dispositional factors of MLQ, Wilks’ lambda = 0.68, F(4, 44) = 5.14, p < 0.01, SWLS,
Wilks’ lambda = 0.52, F(4, 44) = 10.17, p < 0.001, and DASS Tot, Wilks” lambda = 0.51, F(4,
44) =10.41, p < 0.001, whereas no significant effect of self-transcendence emerged, p = 0.80.
To further probe this pattern of results, we correlated the psychological dispositional fac-
tors with the affective states after mortality salience induction. The analysis revealed that
MLQ and SWLS were positively correlated with PANAS Positive, respectively, » = 0.35 and
r=0.34, ps < 0.01, and negatively correlated with STAI, respectively, »* = 0.37 and r = 0.57,
ps < 0.01. SWLS was also negatively correlated with PANAS Negative, r = —0.32, ps < 0.05.
Participants’ level of psychological distress as assessed with the DASS significantly cor-
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related with STAI r = 0.74, p < 0.01, PANAS Negative, r = 0.57, p < 0.01, and PANAS
Positive, r = —0.35, p < 0.05. Of note, self-transcendence did not correlate with any of the

outcomes considered.

STAI PANAS Positive PANAS Negative
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241
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Figure 1. Mean scores of STAI, PANAS Positive, and PANAS Negative for the two groups.

Lastly, we conducted a set of correlational analysis on the relationship between STAI
and PANAS scores and meditative experience (in years) within the Sufi meditators group
(H2b). Meditation experience was negatively correlated with both STAL, r = —0.44, p < 0.05,
and PANAS negative, r = —0.47, p < 0.05 (see Figure 2), but not with PANAS positive,
r = 0.24, indicating that more years of practice were associated with lower anxiety and
negative affect in response to MS.

50 L]

40

STAI
PANAS negative

30

20 30 40

Meditation experience Meditation experience

Figure 2. Scatterplots of the correlation between meditation experience (years) and STAI (left) and
PANAS Negative (right). The shaded area represents the standard error.

3.2. Analyses for Prosocial Orientation Attitude

We then analyzed the results of the AMP before and after MS induction. Following
the procedure used by Payne et al. (2005), trials with reaction times that were too fast
(<100 ms reflecting anticipatory responding) or too slow (>2000 ms, reflecting inattentive
responding) were removed from the analysis. For each participant, a pleasantness index
was computed, defined as the proportion of pleasant responses for each prime type (self vs.
other) and time of presentation (pre- vs. post-mortality salience induction). The proportion
of pleasant responses across groups and conditions is reported in Figure 3A.
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Figure 3. Panel (A): Proportion of pleasant responses in the AMP task for Sufi meditators and
non-meditators before (PRE) and after (POST) mortality salience induction, separately for self-related
(yellow) and other-related (blue) primes. Error bars represent standard errors. Panel (B): Prosocial ori-
entation score in the AMP task for Sufi meditators and non-meditators before (PRE) and after (POST)
mortality salience induction. Positive values indicate a higher proportion of pleasant responses to
other-related primes. Error bars represent standard errors.

We then conducted a 2 (group: non-meditators vs. Sufi meditators) x 2 (prime: self
vs. other) x 2 (time: pre and post induction) repeated-measures mixed ANOVA on this
index. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of group, F(1, 208) = 8.74, p < 0.01, and
marginally significant interaction between time and group, F(1, 212) = 3.09, p = 0.08. Given
the exploratory nature of this study, we decomposed these significant effects through post
hoc analyses. The group effect was due to a higher pleasantness proportion on average in
the non-meditators group (M = 0.68) than in the long-term Sufi meditators group (M = 0.57).
The interaction was qualified by significant contrasts, showing a lower proportion of
pleasant responses for the meditators group at post-induction (M = 0.52) compared to the
non-meditators group both at the pre- (M = 0.66), t(212) = 3.07, p < 0.01, and post-induction
(M =0.66), t(212) = 2.97, p < 0.01. All other contrasts were not significant, ps > 0.19.

We then computed a prosocial orientation bias for each participant, defined as the
difference between the proportion of pleasant responses for other-interest prime words
(share, give, aid, favor, and assistance) and that for self-interest prime words (keep, gain,
earn, profit, and obtain). Higher and positive scores indicate a stronger proportion of
pleasant responses for other-interest prime words, or a stronger prosocial orientation
attitude. We computed this index before and after MS induction. The average prosocial
orientation bias is reported in Figure 3B. It appears that the non-meditators increased this
bias after MS induction, whereas the long-term Sufi meditators group decreased it. We
then conducted another 2 (group: non-meditators vs. Sufi meditators) x 2 (time: pre- and
post-induction) repeated-measures mixed ANOVA on the prosocial orientation bias. This
analysis revealed a marginally significant main effect of time, F(1, 104) = 3.47, p = 0.06, and
a significant interaction between time and group, F(1, 104) = 5.37, p < 0.05. Regarding the
main effect of time, we found an overall lower prosocial orientation bias before (M = 0.002)
than after MS induction (M = 0.007). Regarding the interaction, post hoc contrasts revealed
a significant difference in prosocial orientation bias in the pre-induction AMP task between
the two groups (Sufi meditators M = 0.042; and non-meditators: M = —0.037), £(106) = 2.01,
p < 0.05. At post-induction, however, this difference was not significant (Sufi meditators:
M = —0.014; non-meditators: M = —0.002), p = 0.78. Consistent with H3, non-meditators
increased their positive evaluations of other-related (compared to self-related) information
after mortality salience, suggesting an increase in prosocial orientation. In line with the
H4b, after MS Sufi meditators increased instead their positive evaluations of self-related
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information and decreased their prosocial orientation, showing a preference for self-related
information (Figure 3B).

To further explore the effect of the dispositional factors on prosocial orientation bias,
we conducted a multiple regression analysis with the other-related bias as the outcome,
the dispositional variables of DASS, SWLS, MLQ), and self-transcendence as the predictors,
and the time and group as the independent variables, while controlling for age and gender.
The analysis revealed that none of the considering factors reach significance in a model
including both the control and experimental groups, ps > 0.24, nor in a model including the
Sufi meditators only, ps > 0.09.

3.3. MS Induction Effects on DTA

Death-thought accessibility (DTA) was used to evaluate the impact of mortality
salience (MS) on death-related cognition in the two groups. Specifically, we conducted a
one-way ANCOVA on the DTA scores (i.e., the number of death-related words reported),
with group as the between-subject factor and age, gender, and affective state (i.e., STAI
PANAS Positive, PANAS Negative) as the covariates. Consistent with our H5, a significant
main effect of the group emerged, F(1, 50) = 4.84, p < 0.05, according to which long-term
Sufi meditators reported a higher number of death-related words (M = 0.75, SE = 0.14)
compared to non-meditators (M = 0.33, SE = 0.12; see Figure 4). This result supports the
idea that experienced meditators appear more attuned to death-related content without
showing defensive avoidance.

0.8 1
0.6 1
o
3
%) 0.4 1
<
o
0.2 4
0.0
CON:I'ROL EXPERIII\/I ENTAL
Group

Figure 4. Mean number of death-related words reported in the DTA task by long-term Sufi meditators
and non-meditators. Error bars indicate standard errors.

4. Discussion

The present study investigated how individual characteristics, particularly long-term
contemplative practice, are associated with different responses to mortality awareness.
Although much of the empirical literature has examined defensive reactions to mortality
awareness because of their importance for understanding prejudice, intergroup conflict,
and worldview defense, Terror Management Theory has long recognized that mortality
awareness can also promote adaptive responses depending on the existential resources
available to the individual (e.g., Pyszczynski et al., 2015). The present study builds on
and extends this line of research by examining whether engagement in a long-term con-
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templative tradition centered on a sustained reflection on mortality is associated with
more adaptive responses to mortality awareness. Specifically, it addressed two important
gaps in the literature. First, prior work has largely focused on short-term mindfulness
inductions or dispositional mindfulness, leaving the long-term effects of sustained contem-
plative practice underexplored. Second, most existing research has examined meditation
traditions that do not explicitly engage with mortality itself. By focusing on long-term
Sufi meditators—a contemplative tradition in which reflection on death is central and
explicitly cultivated—the present study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of
when mortality awareness elicits defensive versus adaptive responses. Consistent with
our hypotheses, Sufi meditators reported lower levels of state anxiety following mortality
salience compared to non-meditators, suggesting that sustained contemplative engagement
with mortality may buffer against anxiety-related responses to existential threat. Notably,
this effect was specific to anxiety and did not extend to a general positive or negative affect,
aligning with the idea that contemplative practice may selectively modulate existentially
relevant emotional processes rather than global mood states. In line with prior research
(Routledge & Juhl, 2010), individual differences in meaning in life, life satisfaction, and
mental health were also associated with more adaptive affective responses following mor-
tality salience, underscoring the role of existential and psychological resources in shaping
responses to death-related threat. In contrast, self-transcendence did not show the expected
associations with affective outcomes, suggesting that this construct may operate differently
from other meaning-related resources or exert its influence through non-affective pathways.
Beyond affective responses, we examined how mortality salience influenced the implicit
prosocial orientation and cognitive accessibility of death-related thoughts. Although group
differences in implicit prosocial orientation did not reach statistical significance, the ob-
served pattern is theoretically informative. Prior to mortality salience, meditators showed
a stronger other-oriented implicit bias than non-meditators. Following mortality salience,
non-meditators exhibited a descriptive increase in prosocial orientation, consistent with the
notion that prosociality may function as a defensive strategy for managing existential threat.
In contrast, meditators showed a decrease in other-oriented bias, suggesting that prosocial
orientation may be less necessary as a compensatory defense when existential threat is
already integrated and less anxiety-provoking. Importantly, these patterns align with TMT
accounts emphasizing that prosocial behavior may reflect either defensive or non-defensive
processes, depending on individuals” underlying existential resources. Consistent with
this interpretation, Sufi meditators showed higher levels of death-thought accessibility
following mortality salience. This finding converges with prior evidence showing that
mindfulness and meditation reduce the suppression of death-related cognitions (Niemiec
et al., 2010; Park & Pyszczynski, 2019) and supports the idea that sustained contemplative
practice fosters a more open engagement with existential concerns. Rather than avoiding or
defensively suppressing mortality-related thoughts, long-term meditators may tolerate and
integrate such cognitions without the need for a compensatory worldview defense. Taken
together, these findings contribute to a better understanding of the individual characteristics
associated with different responses to mortality awareness. Consistent with the Terror Man-
agement Theory framework, these findings illustrate how enduring existential resources
may shape responses to mortality awareness and further clarify the conditions under which
mortality awareness may foster more adaptive rather than defensive responses.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, although the overall pattern of
the findings was consistent with the theoretical expectations, some effects did not reach
statistical significance. Future research with larger samples will be important to establish
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the robustness of these effects. Second, while the use of an implicit measure of self-
versus other-oriented attitudes represents a methodological innovation, its interpretation
warrants caution. Participants may not have perceived this distinction as directly relevant
to worldview defense, potentially attenuating the observable effects. Future studies could
strengthen measurement validity by combining implicit tasks with behavioral or self-report
measures of prosociality and by validating the existential relevance of prime stimuli within
specific cultural contexts. An additional limitation concerns the relatively wide age range
among the long-term meditators. Although age was statistically controlled in the primary
analyses and the two groups did not significantly differ in age at baseline, future studies
should recruit larger samples that allow the respective contributions of age, accumulated
life experience, and years of meditation practice to be examined separately.

A further limitation concerns the absence of a non-death-related control condition.
Although the within-participant pre-post design allows us to examine changes following
the mortality salience induction, it does not permit definitive conclusions regarding the
specificity of the observed effects, as these changes might also be elicited by other emo-
tionally salient experimental primes. Moreover, because death-thought accessibility was
assessed only after the mortality salience manipulation, we cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that long-term meditators differ from non-meditators in the baseline accessibility of
death-related thoughts. Future studies should include both a neutral control condition and
a baseline assessment of DTA to more precisely isolate the effects of mortality salience.

5. Conclusions

Despite these limitations, the present study offers novel theoretical and methodological
contributions. By examining a contemplative tradition that explicitly integrates mortality
into its practice, the findings provide preliminary evidence that sustained engagement with
death-related themes may attenuate existential defensiveness and promote more adaptive
affective and cognitive responses. Methodologically, the combination of implicit measures
with a quasi-experimental comparison between long-term meditators and non-meditators
advances the existing approaches to studying terror management processes.

More broadly, the present work contributes to a growing body of research examining
the individual and contextual conditions that shape responses to mortality awareness. The
present findings suggest that long-term contemplative practice may represent one such
enduring existential resource, associated with greater psychological openness, reduced
anxiety, and a different pattern of cognitive engagement with mortality following mortality
salience. Identifying these boundary conditions contributes to a more comprehensive
understanding of terror management processes and helps clarify how existential awareness
may support resilience and prosocial functioning under certain conditions.

Beyond their theoretical implications for Terror Management Theory, the present
findings may also have practical relevance. A growing body of literature suggests that
contemplative practices can promote psychological well-being and resilience through
multiple psychological and physiological pathways (e.g., Hanley et al., 2015; Crosswell
et al., 2024). The present findings also raise the possibility that changes in how individuals
relate to mortality may represent one additional mechanism worthy of further investigation.
Future longitudinal and intervention studies are needed to directly test this hypothesis. If
confirmed, these findings may also inform interventions aimed at helping individuals cope
more adaptively with existential concerns (Gandy, 2017).
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Note

I Due to the difficulty of recruiting a sample of long-term meditators meeting these criteria, we included one participant with only

one year of meditation experience. Importantly, this inclusion did not affect the main findings. All other meditators had at least
four years of experience, well above the minimum threshold specified.

References

Abdoli, N., Farnia, V., Salemi, S., Davarinejad, O., Ahmadi Jouybari, T., Khanegi, M., Alikhani, M., & Behrouz, B. (2020). Reliability and
validity of Persian version of State-Trait Anxiety Inventory among high school students. East Asian Archives of Psychiatry, 30(2),
44-47. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Alparslan, K., & Ersin Kusdil, M. (2025). When death is a wedding night: A comparison of Sufi, mainstream Muslim, and atheist
reactions to mortality salience. Current Psychology, 44, 9499-9514. [CrossRef]

Arndt, J., Cook, A., & Routledge, C. (2004). The blueprint of terror management: Understanding the cognitive architecture of
psychological defense against the awareness of death. In J. Greenberg, S. L. Koole, & T. Pyszczynski (Eds.), Handbook of
experimental existential psychology (pp. 35-53). Guilford Press.

Arndt, J., Greenberg, J., Schimel, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (2002). To belong or not to belong, that is the question: Terror
management and identification with gender and ethnicity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83(1), 26—43. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Arrowood, R. B., & Cox, C. R. (2020). Terror management theory: A practical review of research and application. Brill Research
Perspectives in Religion and Psychology, 2(1), 1-83.

Berry, D. R.,, Wall, C. S., Tubbs, J. D., Zeidan, F., & Brown, K. W. (2023). Short-term training in mindfulness predicts helping behavior
toward racial ingroup and outgroup members. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 14(1), 60-71. [CrossRef]

Burke, B. L., Martens, A., & Faucher, E. H. (2010). Two decades of terror management theory: A meta-analysis of mortality salience
research. Personlity and Social Psychology Review, 14(2), 155-195. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Cloninger, C. R., Przybeck, T. R., Svrakic, D. M., & Wetzel, R. D. (1994). The Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI): A guide to its
development and use. Center for Psychobiology of Personality, Washington University.

Cox, C. R, Darrell, A., & Arrowood, R. B. (2019). The method behind the science. In Handbook of terror management theory (pp. 85-132).
Elsevier. [CrossRef]

Crosswell, A. D., Mayer, S. E., Whitehurst, L. N., Picard, M., Zebarjadian, S., & Epel, E. S. (2024). Deep rest: An integrative model of
how contemplative practices combat stress and enhance the body’s restorative capacity. Psychological Review, 131(1), 247-270.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. ]., & Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1),
71-75. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Dong, M., Van Prooijen, J]. W., Wu, S., Zhang, Y., & Jin, S. (2018). Prosocial attitudes toward money from terror management perspective:
Death transcendence through spirituality. The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 29(1), 1-17. [CrossRef]

Gailliot, M. T,, Stillman, T. F,, Schmeichel, B. J., Maner, J. K., & Plant, E. A. (2008). Mortality salience increases adherence to salient
norms and values. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34(7), 993-1003. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Gandy, S. (2017). Dying to live: The power of transcendence in the treatment of existential anxiety. Threshold: Journal of Interdisciplinary
Consciousness Studies, 1(2), 25-36.

Gawronski, B., & Ye, Y. (2014). What drives priming effects in the affect misattribution procedure? Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 40(1), 3-15. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420


https://osf.io/3kjmg/overview?view_only=d9715a63a549494fb99551e328c8ce51
https://osf.io/3kjmg/overview?view_only=d9715a63a549494fb99551e328c8ce51
https://doi.org/10.12809/eaap1870
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32611826
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-025-07745-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.1.26
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12088130
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506211053095
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309352321
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20097885
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-811844-3.00004-4
https://doi.org/10.1037/rev0000453
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/38147050
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16367493
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2018.1532267
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208316791
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18550864
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213502548
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23982152
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420

Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 1420 16 of 17

Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., Simon, L., & Breus, M. (1994). Role of consciousness and accessibility of death-related
thoughts in mortality salience effects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67(4), 627-637. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Greenberg, ]., Solomon, S., & Pyszczynski, T. (1997). Terror management theory of self-esteem and cultural worldviews: Empirical
assessments and conceptual refinements. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 29, 61-139. [CrossRef]

Habibi, M., Dehghani, M., Pooravari, M., & Salehi, S. (2017). Confirmatory factor analysis of persian version of depression, anxiety and
stress (DASS-42): Non-clinical sample. Razavi International Journal of Medicine, 5, €12021. [CrossRef]

Hanley, A., Warner, A., & Garland, E. L. (2015). Associations between mindfulness, psychological well-being, and subjective well-being
with respect to contemplative practice. Journal of Happiness Studies, 16, 1423-1436. [CrossRef]

Hirschberger, G., Ein-Dor, T., & Almakias, S. (2008). The self-protective altruist: Terror management and the ambivalent nature of
prosocial behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34(5), 666—678. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Joireman, J., & Duell, B. (2005). Mother teresa versus ebenezer scrooge: Mortality salience leads proselfs to endorse self-transcendent
values (unless proselfs are reassured). Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31(3), 307-320. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Jonas, E., Schimel, J., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2002). The scrooge effect: Evidence that mortality salience increases prosocial
attitudes and behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28(10), 1342-1353. [CrossRef]

Jonas, E., Sullivan, D., & Greenberg, J. (2013). Generosity, greed, norms, and death-Differential effects of mortality salience on charitable
behavior. Journal of Economic Psychology, 35, 47-57. [CrossRef]

Kakemam, E., Navvabi, E., Albelbeisi, A. H., Saeedikia, F., Rouhi, A., & Majidi, S. (2022). Psychometric properties of the Persian version
of Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 Items (DASS-21) in a sample of health professionals: A cross-sectional study. BMC Health
Services Research, 22(1), 111. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Lovibond, P. F, & Lovibond, S. H. (1995). The structure of negative emotional states: Comparison of the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scales (DASS) with the beck depression and anxiety inventories. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 33(3), 335-343. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

Mesrabadi, J., Ostovar, N., & Jafarian, S. (2013). Discriminative and construct validity of meaning in life questionnaire for Iranian
students. Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 7(1), 83-90.

Moon, H. G. (2019). Mindfulness of death as a tool for mortality salience induction with reference to terror management theory.
Religions, 10(6), 353. [CrossRef]

Niemiec, C. P, Brown, K. W., Kashdan, T. B., Cozzolino, P. J., Breen, W. E., Levesque-Bristol, C., & Ryan, R. M. (2010). Being present
in the face of existential threat: The role of trait mindfulness in reducing defensive responses to mortality salience. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 99(2), 344-365. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Nooripour, R., Hosseinian, S., Ghanbari, N., Haghighat, 5., Matacotta, J. J., & Gasparri, M. L. (2021). Validation of the Persian version of
the satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) in Iranian women with breast Cancer. Current Psychology, 42, 2993-3000. [CrossRef]

Pan, Y., Li, F, Liang, H., Shen, X., Bing, Z., Cheng, L., & Dong, Y. (2024). Effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress reduction on
mental health and psychological quality of life among university students: A GRADE-assessed systematic review. Evidence-Based
Complementary and Alternative Medicine, 2024, 8872685. [CrossRef]

Park, Y. C., & Pyszczynski, T. (2016). Cultural universals and differences in dealing with death. In Denying Death (pp. 193-213).
Routledge.

Park, Y. C., & Pyszczynski, T. (2019). Reducing defensive responses to thoughts of death: Meditation, mindfulness, and buddhism.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 116(1), 101-118. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Payne, B. K., Cheng, C. M., Govorun, O., & Stewart, B. D. (2005). An inkblot for attitudes: Affect misattribution as implicit measurement.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 89(3), 277-293. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Piotrowski, J. P, Zemojtel—Piotrowska, M., & Clinton, A. (2020). Spiritual transcendence as a buffer against death anxiety. Current
Psychology: A Journal for Diverse Perspectives on Diverse Psychological Issues, 39(3), 994-1000. [CrossRef]

Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., & Greenberg, J. (2015). Thirty years of terror management theory: From genesis to revelation. In Advances
in experimental social psychology (Vol. 52, pp. 1-70). Academic Press.

Routledge, C., & Juhl, J. (2010). When death thoughts lead to death fears: Mortality salience increases death anxiety for individuals
who lack meaning in life. Cognition and Emotion, 24(5), 848-854. [CrossRef]

Sava, F. A., MaricuToiu, L. P,, Rusu, S., Macsinga, 1., Virga, D., Cheng, C. M., & Payne, B. K. (2012). An inkblot for the implicit
assessment of personality: The semantic misattribution procedure. European Journal of Personality, 26(6), 613-628. [CrossRef]

Schultz, D. M., & Arnau, R. C. (2019). Effects of a brief mindfulness induction on death-related anxiety. OMEGA-Journal of Death and
Dying, 79(3), 313-335. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Solomon, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2026). Back to the future terror management theory-review and preview. In Handbook of
the science of existential psychology (p. 89). The Guilford Press.

Spielberger, C. D., Gorsuch, R. L., Lushene, R., Vagg, P. R., & Jacobs, G. A. (1983). Manual for the state-trait anxiety inventory (form Y1-Y2).
Consulting Psychologists Press.

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420


https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.67.4.627
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7965609
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0065-2601(08)60016-7
https://doi.org/10.5812/rijm.12021
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-014-9569-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167207313933
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18303130
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204271593
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15657447
https://doi.org/10.1177/014616702236834
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joep.2012.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-022-07514-4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35078477
https://doi.org/10.1016/0005-7967(94)00075-u
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7726811
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10060353
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019388
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20658848
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01662-2
https://doi.org/10.1155/2024/8872685
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000163
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28836803
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.89.3.277
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16248714
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-9810-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930902847144
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1861
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030222817721115
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28707965
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420

Behav. Sci. 2026, 16, 1420 17 of 17

Steger, M. E,, Frazier, P.,, Kaler, M., & Oishi, S. (2006). The meaning in life questionnaire: Assessing the presence of and search for
meaning in life. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 53(1), 80-93. [CrossRef]

Sui, J., & Humphreys, G. W. (2017). The ubiquitous self: What the properties of self-bias tell us about the self. Annals of the New York
Academy of Sciences, 1396(1), 222-235. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Thornton, E. M., & Aknin, L. B. (2020). Assessing the validity of the self versus other interest implicit association test. PLoS ONE, 15(6),
€0234032. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Trautwein, F. M., Naranjo, J. R., & Schmidt, S. (2016). Decentering the self? Reduced bias in self-vs. other-related processing in
long-term practitioners of loving-kindness meditation. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 1785. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Vail, K. E., Juhl, J., Arndt, J., Vess, M., Routledge, C., & Rutjens, B. T. (2012). When death is good for life: Considering the positive
trajectories of terror management. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 16(4), 303-329. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Watson, D., Clark, L. A., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and validation of brief measures of positive and negative affect: The
PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54(6), 1063-1070. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Webber, D., Zhang, R., Schimel, J., & Blatter, J. (2016). Finding death in meaninglessness: Evidence that death-thought accessibility
increases in response to meaning threats. British Journal of Social Psychology, 55(1), 144-161. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420


https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13197
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27918835
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0234032
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32479538
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01785
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27917136
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868312440046
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22490977
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.54.6.1063
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3397865
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12118
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs16081420

	Introduction 
	Contemplative Practices and TMT 
	Meaning in Life and Spiritual Transcendence as a Buffer Against Existential Concerns 
	TMT and Prosocial Behavior 
	The Present Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Procedure and Material 
	Trait Questionnaires 
	First Experimental Phase 
	State Questionnaires 
	Second Experimental Phase 

	Results 
	MS Induction Effects on Affective State 
	Analyses for Prosocial Orientation Attitude 
	MS Induction Effects on DTA 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

