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The Study
As a little kid, I was afraid of the dark. Of 
course, this is not an uncommon fear for chil-
dren to have. I wasn’t sure what I was afraid 
of as the dark contained the same things in 
my bedroom as the light contained. Of 
course, we know from developmental psy-
chology research that young children are not 
yet capable of using this kind of logic. And 
let’s face it: There is something quite func-
tional about fearing the dark, even for adults. 
My bet is that most of us prefer to be physi-
cally alive than the alternative, and the dark 
is a reminder that we are vulnerable to the 
world around us. Such is the basic logic of 
terror management theory (TMT). In a nut-
shell, this theory contends that as humans, 
we are cognizant of our eventual deaths. 
When our ultimate demise is made salient to us, we espouse “worldviews” that allow us to feel our lives have 
meaning and that we fit into the culture in which we live.

TMT guided an experiment that Tim Kasser and Kennon Sheldon (2000) conducted. In discussing their 
research, we will walk through what is perhaps the most basic statistical tool needed to analyze data from an 
experimental study: the independent samples t test.

In Kasser and Sheldon’s (2000) experiment, a sample of 60 college students was randomly assigned to one 
of two experimental groups (conditions). Thirty students wrote short essays about their attitudes toward listen-
ing to music, whereas the other 30 students wrote short essays about their attitudes toward their deaths. In 
this experiment, the essay topic about which students wrote is called the independent variable.

The independent variable is “variable” because the researchers used random assignment of participants to 
one of the two essay topics. We introduced the concept of random assignment in Chapter 1 when talking about 
explanatory research. People can differ from one another in many ways (e.g., gender, religious attitudes, and 
socioeconomic status). Not that such differences are trivial, but they are not of interest to the researchers in this 
particular experiment. Therefore, we want to control for their influence on how people in the sample behave, 
so that we can isolate the effect of the independent variable. Through the process of random assignment, we 
can minimize the influences of variables other than the independent variable. In doing so, any effects we find 
(from an independent samples t test to be discussed in this chapter) can be linked to the independent variable.

To assess the effects of the essay topic, after writing their essay, students imagined themselves 15 years in 
the future. In doing so, they made estimates about how much they would expect to spend on clothing, entertain-
ment, and leisure activities (called “pleasure spending”). This estimate should depend on what experimental condi-
tion (group) people are randomly assigned to. That is, there should be differences between the two groups on 
responses about pleasure spending. In this example, pleasure spending is called a dependent variable because it 
“depends on” the independent variable (i.e., essay topic).According to TMT, people should respond to threats to 
their existence (i.e., writing essays about their deaths) by enhancing their worldviews. In this experiment, that 
would mean spending more on clothing, entertainment, and leisure activities. Doing so would suggest they are 
more successful, at least financially, in their culture.

Here is a visual depiction of this experiment (Figure 7.1):

Photo 7.1    A night-light keeps the monsters away.
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