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Results

Means of DTA compared with Pain, Death, and Trump

Abstract
President Donald Trump stirs many strong emotions in people—

one of those being fear. In this study, terror management theory 

(TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, Rosenblatt, Vedeer, 

Kirkland & Lyon, 1990) is used to explain how our unconscious 

fears impact our motivation and behavior. A large amount of 

support for TMT is from studies of death salience or “morality 

salience” (MS; Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010). This requires 

people to think about death by being subtly exposed to the word 

“death” or “dead”. According to TMT, MS increases distal worldview 

and self-esteem defensiveness by arousing unconscious death-

thought accessibility (DTA). DTA refers to how available cognitions 

related to death are in one's mind. In this study, it was found that 

when exposed to MS, scores of DTA went up for “Trump” and 

“death”, but not for our control group “pain”. These findings suggest 

that thoughts of one’s own death (mortality salience; MS) and 

thoughts of President Donald Trump will lead to higher death 

thought accessibility (DTA) scores than thought of pain. Meaning 

that the public associates President Donald Trump with feelings of 

death.

Discussion
President Donald Trump is the cause of a lot of fear in the 

American people. It has been suggested that people are 

more likely to accept charismatic politicians in times of 

historical upheaval to mitigate existential terror (Greenberg 

et. al. 1990; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). This 

theory has been proven after the 2015 terrorist attacks in 

Paris, France, and San Bernardino, California, where support 

for President Donald Trump increased (Cohen et. al., 2017). 

This was very similar to the increase of support for 

President George W. Bush after the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center. 

Collectively, research reveals that the President has a 

significant effect on the public’s opinions and feelings (Cohen 

et. al., 2017; Kosloff, Solomon, Greenberg, Cohen, Gershuny, 

Routledge, & Pyszczynski, 2006; Pyszczynski et. al.,2003). 

President Donald Trump causes some American citizens to 

feel afraid, simply by thinking about him.

Study Objective/Purpose
It is important to consider the role of death anxiety on the 

American people because it may reveal underlying fear we 

have and part of its source. It suggests that the presidency 

has a direct effect on our opinions and feelings. 

Based on previous research, we hypothesized that thoughts 

of one’s own death (mortality salience; MS) and thoughts of 

President Donald Trump will lead to higher death thought 

accessibility (DTA) scores than thought of pain. Meaning that 

the public associates President Donald Trump with feelings 

of death. 
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Method
One hundred and thirty-six students at the College of Staten 

Island were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: 

Mortality Salience (MS), Pain Salience (PS), or Trump Salience 

(TS).

This study which employed a three-group study (MS, Trump 

salience, pain salience control) independent groups design 

with death thought accessibility as the dependent measure. 

Trump salience participants responded to 2 parallel 

questions about the thought of the Trump presidency 

compared to a mortality salience (MS) manipulation or exam 

(control) condition.

Conclusion
This study revealed that the public associates President 

Trump with thoughts of death. These findings are consistent 

with our hypothesis: that thoughts of one’s own death 

(mortality salience; MS) and thoughts of President Donald 

Trump will lead to higher death thought accessibility (DTA) 

scores than thought of pain. Meaning that the public 

associates President Donald Trump with feelings of death. It 

is important to consider the role of death anxiety on the 

American people because it may reveal underlying fear we 

have and part of its source. It suggests that the presidency 

has a direct effect on our opinions and feelings

In future studies, it is suggested to have a larger population, 

and to repeat this study after every presidential election to 

increase its validity. 

Introduction
In this study, terror management theory (TMT; Greenberg, 

Pyszczynski, & Solomon, Rosenblatt, Vedeer, Kirkland & Lyon, 

1990) is used to explain how our unconscious fears impact 

our motivation and behavior. A large amount of support for 

TMT is from studies of death salience or “morality salience” 

(MS; Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010). 

According to TMT, MS increases distal worldview and self-

esteem defensiveness by arousing unconscious death-

thought accessibility (DTA). DTA refers to how available 

cognitions related to death are in one's mind. In this study, 

it was found that when exposed to MS, scores of DTA went 

up for “Trump” and “death”, but not for our control group 

“pain”. These findings suggest that thoughts of one’s own 

death (mortality salience; MS) and thoughts of President 

Donald Trump will lead to higher death thought accessibility 

(DTA) scores than thought of pain. Meaning that the public 

associates President Donald Trump with feelings of death.
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