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Does Imagining One’s Own Death Make an Individual
“a Good Citizen”?

Jisun Park and Incheol Choi

Department of Psychology, Seoul National University

Terror management theory (TMT) states that imagining one’s own death creates a sense of terror and
that people cope with such an uncomfortable feeling by trying to become a good citizen. Two studies
were conducted to test the hypotheses that imagining one’s own death would cause individuals to
blame norm-violating behaviors and to praise norm-observing behaviors more than usual. Study 1 found
that, compared to control participants, participants who had imagined their own death regarded unjust
situations as more unfair. Study 2 conceptually replicated the results of Study 1, such that those who
had thought about their own death praised socially desirable behaviors more strongly than did those
who had not thought about their own death. Interestingly, this pattern was moderated by an exposure
to Taoism. When participants read some statements reflecting Taoist beliefs about life and death, they
did not seem to experience a sense of terror faced with their own death and did not act in accordance

with TMT. Implications and future research are discussed.

Keywords: death, terror management theory, norm
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