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Abstract 
While some believe protecting the environment is a necessity to avoid the end 
of the world, others avoid the issue entirely due to the fear that arises from 
considering this issue. Our study examined the effects of death thoughts on 
peoples’ environmental attitudes and behaviors, accounting for their guiding 
values of life. College students (N = 120) reported their guiding values in life, 
then wrote about their own death (mortality salience manipulation) or about 
dental pain. Participants completed two filler tasks and then reported their en-
vironmental behavior, attitudes, and self-identity; they also answered demo-
graphic questions. Mortality salience positively affected peoples’ ecocentric at-
titudes regardless of baseline guiding values and other demographic differ-
ences. However, mortality salience did not influence perceived environmental 
behaviors, environmental self-identity, or anthropocentric and apathetic atti-
tudes toward the environment. Women reported engaging in more environ-
mentally-friendly behaviors than men. These results suggest that while provok-
ing death thoughts can positively affect the pro-environmentalism of some per-
sons, understanding of the situations under which this might occur requires 
further study. 
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“Only when the last tree has died and the last river been poisoned and the last fish 
been caught will we realize we cannot eat money.”  

Native American Cree prophecy, attributed to Alanis Obomsawin. 

1. Introduction 

Efforts to raise environmental awareness and bring positive changes to environ-
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mental attitudes and behaviors have become a focus of research across many dis-
ciplines. One popular method of raising awareness includes bringing someone’s 
own mortality into attention to illuminate the severity of the crisis. Examples of 
this method can be seen in news articles, online websites, and YouTube documen-
taries that detail the end of life due to our actions against the environment. Mak-
ing people aware of their own death, a phenomenon called mortality salience, in-
fluences attitudes and behaviors. For example, Greenberg et al. (1997) found that 
provoking these death thoughts eventually leads to a bolstering of our own beliefs, 
creating disdain for values that go against our own. These heightened values can 
have a direct impact on people’s environmental attitudes and behaviors (Green-
berg et al., 1997). This study examines how environmental identity and guiding 
values interact with death thoughts to bring change to self-perceived environmen-
tal attitudes and behaviors. 

A study by the Pew Research Center (2023) found that 14% of Americans do 
not believe there is solid evidence backing the environmental crisis, and 26% of 
Americans believe that the evidence points to natural patterns, rather than human 
activity, as causal. Several inter- and intrapersonal factors influence such environ-
mental attitudes. For example, Gould and Lewis (2014) suggest skepticism of gov-
ernments, politicians, and scientists about the environmental crisis damages will-
ingness to commit to pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors. Lack of knowledge 
of the environmental crisis also contributes to skepticism, and (in turn) low pro-
environmental attitudes (Bamberg & Möser, 2007). These findings suggest that 
while there is research evidence, government backing, and political action ad-
dressing the environmental crisis, a large number of people fail to acknowledge 
the existence of human-created climate change.  

Education level and political lean also influence environmentalism. Several re-
searchers (e.g., Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Gifford & Nilsson, 2014) found that, 
across several countries, higher education levels are positively related with envi-
ronmental concerns and actions; moreover, highly-educated parents reward pro-
environmental behaviors in their children (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2017). As to 
political lean, McCright & Dunlap (2011) found that conservative White men 
were more likely to deny climate change in comparison to women, people of color, 
and self-reported liberals, no matter education levels. Kahan et al. (2007) found a 
similar effect for White men who held hierarchal cultural worldviews. Finally, 
people who have high levels of materialism have less concern for the environment 
due to profiting off degradation of ecosystems, which may explain why conserva-
tive beliefs usually associated with materialistic worldviews tend to cause less con-
cern for the environment (Akil et al., 2018; Chopik & Edelstein, 2014). 

Environmental self-identification describes how connected someone feels to 
nature, and those who are high in environmental self-identification are more likely 
to have positive environmental concern and behaviors compared to those who 
have less environmental self-identification (Wang et al., 2021). Connection to na-
ture can stem from various factors, including parental attitudes, personal positiv-
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ity about the environment, and perceptions that our own actions have an influ-
ence on the environment (Robinson & Brownlow, 2015). According to Bamberg 
and Möser (2007), intended pro-environmental behavior is an important aspect 
to predicting actual pro-environmental behavior, and environmental self-identity 
is an important variable in predicting behavioral intentions. The nature of the en-
vironmental identity, however, may be variable according to views of the inherent 
purpose of the environment.  

Thompson and Barton (1994) delineated different types of environmentalism 
and developed a scale to measure these types. Ecocentric attitudes toward the en-
vironment involve valuing nature for its intrinsic value, finding purpose in the 
environment beyond human use, while anthropocentric attitudes tap into valuing 
nature for its usefulness to the human population, such as for paper from trees, 
land to hunt game, lakes for boating and fishing, and gas for our cars (Thompson 
& Barton, 1994). An apathetic view toward the environment involves not having 
strong opinions about it and the tendency to be indifferent to environmental is-
sues. In Thompson and Barton’s (1994) study, ecocentric individuals showed less 
apathy towards the environment, more intent to join environmental organiza-
tions, and greater amounts of pro-environmental behavior when observed com-
pared to anthropocentric individuals, who revealed less value of the environment 
and fewer pro-environmental behaviors. Differences in environmental behavior 
between ecocentric and anthropocentric individuals may stem from feelings of 
dominance over the environment for anthropocentric people, and a feeling of 
equality to nature from ecocentric people. Sockhill et al. (2022) found that eco-
centric and anthropocentric attitudes are associated with high and low connectiv-
ity to nature, respectively, and feelings of connectivity are also related directly to 
environmental self-identification.  

While differences across large groups of people can explain some of the differ-
ences in environmental beliefs, it is also important to recognize intrapersonal dif-
ferences that undergird general belief systems related to environmentalism. Steg 
et al. (2014) connected four guiding values—altruistic, biospheric, egoistic, and 
hedonic—to environmental behavior. Altruism is related to concern for other 
people’s well-being, and biospheric values are related to concern for the natural 
environment; both are related to more pro-environmental behaviors and attitudes 
(de Groot & Steg, 2008; Fritsche & Häfner, 2012). Egoistic values are concerns for 
oneself, and hedonic values are concerns about having pleasure and joy in the 
world for humans. Both values are related to lower pro-environmental behav-
iors and attitudes (de Groot & Steg, 2008; Steg et al., 2014). These differences in 
concerns show that guiding values and worldviews not explicitly related to en-
vironmentalism can still influence attitudes and behaviors toward the environ-
ment. 

Although generally stable, worldviews can become more or less salient depend-
ing on situational factors. Terror-Management Theory (Greenberg et al., 1997) 
suggests that humans evolved with self-awareness of our own life, which gives rise 
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to awareness of our inevitable death, which in turn instills terror and actions to-
ward self-preservation (Greenberg et al., 1997). However, Greenberg et al.’s (1997) 
theory suggests that we evolved to work around this terror through the creation 
of cultural worldviews that provide social norms and community values by which 
we abide. This defense towards terror works because having core values and the 
ability to leave a lasting presence leads to a feeling of legacy that extends beyond 
death (Greenberg et al., 1997; Routledge & Vess, 2019). 

The theory also proposes that people manage mortality salience by invoking 
proximal and distal defenses that deter this sense of terror (Greenberg et al., 1997; 
Pyszczynski et al., 1999). Proximal defenses work through distraction with other 
tasks that do not relate directly to what is causing this mortality salience, such as 
looking at funny cat videos as a distraction from the news article that proposes the 
world will end due to the environmental crisis (Pyszczynski et al., 1999). However, 
distal defenses are more common when death-thoughts indirectly affect people 
outside of their immediate focus (Pyszczynski et al., 1999). Distal defenses show 
after proximal defenses deter death thoughts from consciousness, typically after a 
short time delay after the mortality salience (Burke et al., 2010), when people are 
no longer specifically focused on their death.  

These distal defenses are important to this research, as studies show that distal 
defenses to mortality salience motivate individuals to identify with social norms, 
favor members of their in-group, and feel stronger about their cultural worldviews, 
causing disdain for outgroup individuals and ideas that go against these worldviews 
(Routledge & Vess, 2019). Distal defenses can also lead to an unconscious strength-
ening of cultural views such as favoring materialism in individuals with materialistic 
worldviews, increased prejudice against liberal groups among people with low bio-
spherism (Uhl et al., 2016), favoring environmentalism and increasing pro-envi-
ronmental identity in those with environmentalist worldviews (Akil et al., 2018; 
Chopik & Edelstein, 2014; Marais-Potgieter & Thatcher, 2023). A decrease in na-
ture-connected values has been linked to the distal defense against nature under 
the effects of mortality thoughts, as nature is related directly to the physicality of 
our bodies, disease, sex, and death itself (Routledge & Vess, 2019).  

For example, Fritsche and Häfner (2012) found that mortality salience in people 
with low environmental self-identity lowered biospheric concerns. This finding 
can be explained by Terror-Management Theory (Pyszczynski et al., 1999), as bi-
ospheric concerns are considered in-group worries for those who have a high con-
nection to nature, but they are out-group concerns for those with little connection 
to nature. However, the researchers also found that mortality salience did not in-
fluence attitudes toward the environment among those who had egoistic concerns, 
or among those who had little care for the environment or who saw it only for its 
use to humans, likely because nature’s value does not concern those who do not 
feel inherent value in nature. 

In sum, environmental attitudes and behaviors are a complex result of demo-
graphic differences, beliefs, guiding values, and environmental self-identity. Our 
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research addresses how mortality salience affects environmental attitudes and be-
haviors among people with a range of guiding values. Specifically, we examined 
how mortality salience influenced ecocentrism, anthropocentrism, apathy, behav-
iors, and self-identity given core guiding values. We also sought to provide a more 
updated set of findings among US college students, predicting that mortality sali-
ence would sharpen pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors among those 
whose guiding values included biospheric and altruistic attitudes. 

2. Method 

Participants and Design 
A total of 120 participants (60 men, 60 women) were assigned randomly to one 

of two groups within sex. In one group, participants completed two open-ended 
short-answer questions based on Rosenblatt et al. (1989) and their Mortality At-
titudes Personality, referring to their emotions when thinking about their own 
death to arouse mortality salience. The other group answered two open-ended 
short-answer questions regarding dental pain, acting as a control group. These 
manipulations resulted in a 2 × 2 (Participant Sex × Mortality Salience Ab-
sent/Present) between-participants design. 

Stimulus Materials  
Values. Participants completed the Steg Guiding Values scale (Steg et al., 2014), 

using 7-point bipolar scales (endpoints not at all important to extremely im-
portant) to measure the importance of four guiding principles (each with four 
facets) in their lives. Scale reliabilities varied. The principles and sample facets 
were hedonic (e.g., pleasure and enjoying life; α = .57), egoistic (e.g., social power 
and ambition; α = .66), altruistic (e.g., social justice and world at peace; α = .70), 
and biospheric (e.g., respecting for the earth and unity with nature; α = .89). These 
scales allowed us to tap into baseline attitudes, especially those focused on envi-
ronmental benevolence. 

Mortality salience manipulation. Two open-ended short-answer questions, 
adapted from the directions given in Fritsche and Häfner (2012) served as the 
manipulation and control. Mortality salience participants were told: “in one to 
two sentences, explain what will happen to you as you physically die and once you 
are physically dead” and “jot down the emotions that the thought of your own 
death arouse in you”. We told control participants to write “in one to two sen-
tences, describe the emotions that the thought of a painful dental procedure 
arouses in you” and “jot down what it feels like when undergoing a painful dental 
procedure”. 

Filler Tasks  
Two filler tasks were provided to direct participants’ focal attention away from 

mortality, which is when distal defenses appear. The first filler task was a 10 × 10 
letter word search puzzle created in Microsoft Word. We told participants to find 
12 words in two min, providing a sand timer to allow them to monitor their pro-
gress. We then directed them to complete Watson et al.’s (1988) Positive and Neg-
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ative Affect Schedule (PANAS), a commonly used filler task for mortality salience 
studies. Participants indicated to what extent they had felt each of 20 emotions 
(e.g., proud, alert, irritated) in the past few days, measured on a 5-point bipolar 
scale, ranging from (1) Not at all or very slightly to (5) Extremely.  

Dependent Measures  
Environmental behaviors. Participants completed a four-question scale 

adapted from Markle’s (2013) Environmental Behavior Scale, providing self-re-
ported environmental behaviors on a 7-point bipolar scale, ranging from (1) 
Strongly disagree to (7) Strongly agree. These tapped into constructs focusing on 
eating less meat to reduce emissions, driving less/walking more, all-material recy-
cling, and making time/money contributions to environmental organizations. In-
ternal consistency was low, α = .56. 

Environmental attitudes. Participants completed the Ecocentric and Anthro-
pocentric Attitudes Toward Sustainable Development (EAATSD) scale, devel-
oped by, developed by Kopnina (2012), using 7-point bipolar scales (ranging from 
1 Strongly disagree to 7 Strongly agree) to represent beliefs about three major at-
titudes: ecocentrism, anthropocentrism, and environmental apathy. Examples of 
questions aligned to each, respectively, as well as internal consistency, include “It 
makes me sad to see forests cleared for agriculture” (α = .89), “environmental 
threats such as deforestation and ozone depletion have been exaggerated” (α 
= .64), and “I find it hard to get too concerned about environmental issues” (α 
= .74).   

Environmental identity. Participants completed a three-question scale created 
by van der Werff et al. (2013) to reveal their self-perceived environmental identi-
fication. Participants indicated agreement with three statements regarding envi-
ronmental self-identity, using 7-point bipolar scales, with endpoints ranging from 
(1) Strongly disagree to (7) Strongly agree. An example of these questions includes 
“I am the type of person who acts environmentally friendly”. Internal consistency 
was high, α = .90. 

Participant demographics. Participants listed their gender identity, age, 
race/ethnicity, and major. They also revealed the highest level of education of their 
highest educated parent, from options (1) High school or less (2) Some college or 
technical/community college (3) Four-year college degree (4) Advanced (masters) 
degree (5) Professional advanced degree (MD, JD, PhD).   

Procedure  
Participants were recruited through classes, via friends/volunteers, or from 

friends of friends (via snowball sampling). Each participated alone. After we ob-
tained consent, we handed participants a booklet containing the manipulation 
and the scales and read them the directions. We first presented the Guiding Values 
scale, and then the major writing manipulation. We provided a two min sand 
timer for the word search, and then participants completed the PANAS, which 
took another two or three min, thus creating a time gap of around five min. Fol-
lowing Fritsche and Häfner (2012), this gap in time between the writing task and 
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the attitude scales should have been sufficient to create distal defenses. Partici-
pants then completed the behavior, attitude, and identity scales. They provided 
demographic information last, and after those we fielded questions and dismissed 
participants. 

3. Results 

Overview 
Preliminary analyses on Steg’s guiding values were conducted because research 

(e.g., Fritsche & Häfner, 2012) suggests that baseline guiding values may influence 
responses to the manipulations. Four separate 2 × 2 (Participant Sex × Mortality 
Salience) ANOVAs with biospherism, altruism, egocentrism, and hedonism were 
conducted. None of the ANOVAs produced significant main or interaction ef-
fects, all Fs(1, 116) ≤ 2.03, all ps ≥ .157. Thus, participants’ baseline guiding values 
were not different across conditions. 

Effects of Sex and Mortality Salience on Attitudes and Behaviors 
Five separate 2 × 2 (Participant Sex × Mortality Salience) ANOVAs were con-

ducted to measure the effects of sex and mortality salience on participants’ behav-
iors, attitudes, and environmental self-identity. The means and SDs from these 
analyses are displayed in Table 1, while the means and CIs of ecocentric attitudes 
are shown in Figure 1. To account for calculating five ANOVAs, we adjusted our 
acceptable p-level to .01. 

 
Table 1. Means and SDs for environmental attitudes and behaviors as a function of mor-
tality salience and sex. 

Mortality Salience Condition 

 Control Mortality Salience 

Sex 

 
Men Women Total Men Women Total 

(n = 30) (n = 30) (n = 60) (n = 30) (n = 31) (n = 61) 

Behaviors 
3.48 3.76 3.62 3.33 3.83 3.58 

(1.00) (1.16) (1.09) (1.09) (1.06) (1.10) 

Ecocentrism 
4.93 5.37 5.15a 5.33 5.76 5.54b 

(0.63) (0.95) (0.83) (0.74) (0.86) (0.82) 

Anthropocentrism 
3.98 3.73 3.86 3.91 4.12 4.01 

(0.89) (1.02) (0.95) (0.92) (0.87) (0.89) 

Apathy 
2.97 2.69 2.83 2.6 2.66 2.63 

(0.91) (1.02) (0.97) (0.98) (1.02) (0.99) 

Self-Identity 
4.3 4.63 4.47 4.65 4.34 4.5 

(1.14) (1.29) (1.22) (1.51) (1.36) (1.43) 

Note. Means with different subscripts are significantly different, p < .01. 
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Figure 1. Means and 95% CIs of ecocentric attitudes as a function of mortality salience and sex. 

 
The ANOVA for ecocentric attitudes showed both a main effect of sex, F(1, 117) 

= 8.89, MSE = .65, p = .003, ηp
2 = .07, and mortality salience, F(1, 117) = 7.12, p 

= .009, ηp
2 = .05, although the interaction effect was not significant, F(1, 117) = 0, 

p = .988. Women (M = 5.57, SD = .92) had a more ecocentric attitude than men 
(M = 5.13, SD = .71), and participants under threat of mortality salience (M = 
5.54, SD = .82) had a more ecocentric attitude than participants not under threat 
of mortality salience (M = 5.15, SD = .83).  

The ANOVA for environmental behaviors produced a trend for sex, F(1, 117) 
= 3.89, MSE = 1.17, p = .051, ηp

2 = .03. Women (M = 3.79, SD = 1.10) reported 
themselves as engaging in significantly more environmentally friendly behaviors 
than men (M = 3.41, SD = 1.04). However, no other significant main or interaction 
effects occurred, all Fs(1, 117) ≤ .33, all ps ≥ .569. Surprisingly, the ANOVA for 
environmental self-identity produced no significant main or interaction effects, 
all Fs(1, 117) ≤ 1.72, all ps ≥ .193. 

While we expected that mortality salience would positively influence ecocen-
trism, behaviors, and identity, we did not expect that apathetic and anthropocen-
tric attitudes would be increased by the manipulation. Our data confirm that ex-
pectation, as the ANOVA for anthropocentric attitudes showed no significant 
main or interaction effects, all Fs(1, 117) ≤ 1.85, all ps ≥ .176, nor did the ANOVA 
for apathetic attitudes, all Fs(1, 117) ≤ 1.28, all ps ≥ .261.  

Although pre-existing differences in altruism (concern for others’ well-being) 
and biospherism (concern for the natural environment) were not seen, general 
benevolence (as seen in altruism) and general environmental benevolence (as seen 
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in biospherism) may have influenced the foregoing results as both are related to 
higher amounts of pro-environmental behaviors and attitudes (de Groot & Steg, 
2008; Fritsche & Häfner, 2012). We thus used both of these as covariates in a 2 × 
2 ANCOVA for ecocentric attitudes. While the covariate of biospherism was sig-
nificant, F(1, 114) = 6.86, MSE = .58, p = .01, ηp

2 = .06, altruism was not, F (1, 114) 
= .54, p = .465. More importantly, the significant main effect of mortality salience 
remained, F(1, 114) = 7.22, p = .008, ηp

2 = .06, as did the effect of participant sex, 
F(1, 114) = 8.75, p = .004, ηp

2 = .07. As before the introduction of the covariates, 
the interaction was not significant, F(1, 114) = .33, p = .570. 

Similar ANCOVAs on our other variables of interest (identity, behaviors, an-
thropocentrism, apathy) did not change the pattern of results found without 
covarying baseline levels of general and environmental-specific benevolence. 
While the ANCOVA for environmental behaviors showed significance for both 
biospherism, F(1, 114) = 34.45, MSE = .91, p < .001, ηp

2 = .23, and a trend for 
altruism, F(1, 114) = 4.30, p = .04, ηp

2 = .04, the main effect of sex was strength-
ened, F(1, 114) = 5.561, p = .021, ηp

2 = .05. However, as before the covariate, no 
main effect of mortality salience or interaction effect occurred, all Fs ≤ 1.67, all ps 
≥ .200. Similarly, in the ANCOVA for environmental self-identity, the additional 
covariates produced a significant covariate effect for biospherism, F(1, 114) = 
50.85, MSE = 1.19, p < .001, ηp

2 = .31, while no other significant effects were seen, 
all Fs ≤ 1.80, all ps ≥ .302.  

The additional covariates in the ANCOVA for anthropocentric attitudes did 
not change the pattern of results, as there were no significant main, interactive, or 
covariate effects, all F(1, 114) ≤ 1.62, MSE = .87, all ps ≥ .206. However, in the 
ANCOVA for apathetic attitudes, biospherism was a significant covariate, F(1, 
114) = 15.22, MSE = .86, p < .001, ηp

2 = .12, while no other changes occurred to 
the pattern of results, all Fs ≤ 1.18, all ps ≥ .280.  

4. Discussion 

The results of this study revealed that participant sex and mortality salience both 
affected ecocentric attitudes and environmental behaviors. Individuals who were 
prompted to contemplate their death reported higher ecocentric attitudes than 
those who wrote about a non-death related topic. Women were also more ecocen-
tric than men and also reported engaging in more environmentally friendly be-
haviors than men. More importantly, these patterns were the same even when 
baseline attitudes of biospherism and altruism were held constant, suggesting that 
the manipulation was effective at increasing ecocentrism regardless of pre-exist-
ing attitudes. Neither anthropocentrism nor environmental apathy were changed 
under threats of mortality salience, a finding that harmonizes with previous re-
search (Fritsche & Häfner, 2012). Environmental self-identity was also unchanged 
by the manipulation, perhaps because members of our sample may already iden-
tify highly with environmentalism, owing to being a student at a carbon-neutral 
institution where environmental issues are a key piece of the curriculum.   
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The findings that mortality salience increased valuing nature for its own intrin-
sic value (i.e., ecocentrism) is in contrast to those reported by Fritsche and Häfner 
(2012), who found decreases in connection to nature under threats of mortality 
salience. There are several variables that may explain the lack of alignment in find-
ings, including the 13-year gap in testing time and the salience of environmental-
ism in the particular college setting of our participants. Previous research (Sock-
hill et al., 2022; Thompson & Barton, 1994) has shown that ecocentric people in-
tend to participate in more pro-environmental behaviors when prompted to think 
about environmentalism. This connection would mean mortality salience has a 
positive impact on environmental attitudes through the strengthening of ecocen-
tric attitudes. Distal defenses have been observed to strengthen someone’s cultural 
worldviews and identify with social norms, explaining why mortality salience 
heightened ecocentric attitudes in this study (Greenberg et al., 1997; Jonas et al., 
2008).  

Women also had a more ecocentric attitude than men, a finding supported by 
previous research on sex differences in environmental attitudes and behaviors 
(Briscoe et al., 2019; Echavarren, 2023). Gould and Lewis (2014) have argued that 
women may be more likely to have anti-hierarchal worldviews that are strength-
ened by mortality salience, which would result in a higher valuation of nature for 
its intrinsic value due to the neglect it constantly faces by humans. Similarly, a 
“conservative White man” effect might explain why men, who commonly hold a 
more hierarchal cultural worldview, lack concern for the environment compared 
to women (McCright & Dunlap, 2011). 

While making mortality salient increased ecocentric attitudes compared to 
those for whom mortality was not made salient, it did not affect their reporting of 
environmental behaviors. However, we used a scale for people’s perceptions of 
their own behaviors, not for their intentions to commit to environmental behav-
iors, preventing participants to indicate behavioral intentions. Also, some of the 
questions tapped into behaviors that many have not considered, such as not eating 
meat to reduce emissions (versus something as common as recycling). The scale 
was not internally consistent, perhaps because it included only four questions.  

While previous research has shown that pro-environmental self-identity in-
creases environmental attitudes and behaviors under mortality salience (Marais-
Potgieter & Thatcher, 2023; Uhl et al., 2016; Vess & Arndt, 2008; Wang et al., 
2021), we found no influence of this manipulation on self-identity, an unexpected 
finding because distal defenses strengthen people’s own cultural worldviews 
(Routledge & Vess, 2019). The self-identity scale was the last scale in a lengthy set 
of scales, and participants may have been less attentive; or possibly experimental 
demand may have been present.  

Neither environmental apathy nor anthropocentrism are typically influenced 
by mortality salience (Fritsche & Häfner, 2012), as distal defenses bolster previ-
ously held worldviews (Greenberg et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999), and apa-
thetic attitudes are a result of being indifferent. However, in measuring anthropo-
centrism and apathy, we did not use the Thompson and Barton (1994) scale be-
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cause of its length, but its previous use with this population (i.e., Robinson & 
Brownlow, 2015) has shown variations in both of those facets. Neither anthropo-
centrism nor apathy were strongly internally consistent.  

Critiques and Directions for Future Studies 
This study was completed on a college campus with a large population of envi-

ronmental science majors, which may result in more environmental knowledge 
and concern than is found in the average population1. Previous research (Bamberg 
& Möser, 2007; Gifford & Nilsson, 2014) showed that exposure to environmental 
issues is common in higher education, perhaps because of a link to parental edu-
cation, which positively increases children’s environmental attitudes and behav-
iors (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2017). The participants in the sample were all college-
aged, and they reside on the only carbon-neutral college in the Southeast United 
States where both curricular and co-curricular programming are pro-environ-
ment forward. Moreover, participants may have been homogeneous due to snow-
ball sampling, and they may also have been used to mortality salience regarding 
the environment, due to the large number of environmental talks and events held 
on campus. In the future, examining these variables on a more generalized popu-

 
1Prior research (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2017) shows that parental education, as well as environmental 
knowledge, may influence environmental attitudes and behaviors. To determine if these variables in-
fluenced participants’ responses, a series of 2 × 2 (Participant Sex × Mortality Salience) ANCOVAs 
with covariates of biospherism, altruism, and parental education, on non-environmental majors only 
(to account for environmental knowledge), were calculated separately for ecocentrism, apathy, anthro-
pocentrism, identity, and behaviors. 

For ecocentrism, holding constant the extra covariate and using only non-environmental science 
majors did not alter the pattern of responses for mortality salience, as ecocentrism was higher for those 
under mortality salience than those in the control. The effect of sex was significant, with women higher 
than men on ecocentrism. Specifically, there were significant main effects of sex, F(1, 96) = 5.46, p 
= .021, ηp

2 = .05, and mortality salience, F(1, 96) = 7.47, p = .007, ηp
2 = .07. Women (M = 5.49, SD 

= .93) and people under threat of Mortality Salience (M = 5.49, SD = .84) had significantly higher 
ecocentric attitudes than men (M = 5.06, SD = .69) and people not under threat of mortality salience 
(M = 5.06, SD = .84). There were significant effects of the covariates, biospherism, F(1, 96) = 7.38, MSE 
= .53, p = .008, ηp

2 = .07, and parental education, F(1, 96) = 9.53, p = .003, ηp
2 = .09. We found no effect 

of altruism nor an interaction, all Fs ≤ 1.45, all ps ≥ .231. 
When we added parental education as a covariate in the analysis for environmental behaviors; this 

ANCOVA produced significant effects for the covariates biospherism, F(1, 96) = 17.07, MSE = .66, p 
< .001, ηp

2 = .15, and parental education, F(1, 96) = 5.30, p = .014, ηp
2 = .01, and also produced a 

significant main effect of sex, F(1, 96), p = .014, ηp
2 = .06, while no other main or interaction effects 

were significant, all Fs ≤ 3.04, all ps ≥ .052. As with the analysis not including parental education, 
women reported themselves as engaging in significantly more environmentally friendly behaviors than 
men.  

A similar ANCOVA for anthropocentric attitudes produced no main or interaction effects, all Fs(1, 
96) ≤ 1, all ps ≥ .319, just as the ANCOVA without parental education held constant did. The AN-
COVA for apathetic attitudes revealed a significant effect of the covariate biospherism, F(1, 96) = 11.89, 
MSE = .82, p < .001, ηp

2 = .11, while no other main or interaction effects were significant, all Fs ≤ 2.32, 
all ps ≥ .131. In the ANCOVA for environmental self-identity, significant effects of the covariates, 
biospherism, F(1, 96) = 30.81, MSE = 1.08, p < .001, ηp

2 = .24, and parental education, F(1, 96) = 6.84, 
p = .010, ηp

2 = .07, were found. No other main or interaction effects were significant, all Fs ≤ .76, all ps 
≥ .387.  

In sum, parental education was a significant covariate in several analyses but this extra covariate 
(and examining only on the non-environmental science majors) did not significantly alter the pattern 
of data. These results show further that while environmental knowledge still affected the results, the 
findings were not changed by removing environmental science majors. 
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lation in age and education will be beneficial to determine the effects for a broader 
set of people. Future studies may also be able to determine how long this mortality 
salience manipulation keeps its distal defense effects, giving better implications of 
the usefulness of mortality salience in teaching scenarios. 

Our scales may not have adequately tapped into the constructs under examina-
tion, particularly in the use of a truncated version of the Thompson and Barton 
(1994) scale. Additionally, we may not have measured some of the variables that 
have been shown to be related to anthropocentrism, including engagement in col-
lege sports and political affiliation (Robinson & Brownlow, 2015), a variable that 
was salient during the time our study was conducted in the fall of 2024, amidst a 
US federal election cycle. Our study was underpowered (at .80) to locate a medium 
effect size, as we needed 45 participants per group, a difficult challenge on a small 
college campus. Finally, we relied solely on self-report of environmental attitudes 
and behaviors, which may have been subject to social desirability; thus, future re-
search might include observations of behavior to more accurately tap into stu-
dents’ environmentalism. 

Summary and Implications  
This study has shown how environmental attitudes are impacted by provoking 

thoughts about death, a finding that held regardless of underlying guiding life val-
ues. Understanding responses to mortality salience may improve the efficacy of 
informing the public about environmental issues, enabling a shift towards pro-
environmental attitudes. While shifts in societal attitudes, behaviors, and norms 
take time, each new finding on how to better educate people regarding the envi-
ronment is a step closer to a world that prioritizes the nurturing of our planet’s 
natural environment. 
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