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ABSTRACT
The present study determined the application of terror management theory during the
COVID-19 pandemic in Pakistan. Death anxiety and psychological distress were examined in
the context of work status. A sample of 478 from the general population voluntarily partici-
pated in the study. Findings revealed a significant moderating role of work status,
illustrating the strong relationship between psychological distress and death anxiety for
non-working participants. Therefore, psychological distress is related to more significant
death anxiety among non-working than those who are working. This study highlights the
importance of work as an anxiety buffering factor concerning mortality thoughts.

The outbreak of the novel coronavirus was first
detected in the Wuhan city of China, in December
2019. This disease that targets the body’s respiratory
system is officially abbreviated as SARS-CoV-2. Its
spread across the world started dominating the global
headlines and was declared a global pandemic by the
World Health Organization on 12 March 2020 (World
Health Organization, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic
has resulted in the deaths of more than 1,570,155
deaths of people around the world by the mid of
December 2020. Both the developed and developing
countries have been facing the devastating effects of
this pandemic. However, in countries like Pakistan
with weak infrastructure and health care systems, the
situation is worse (Arshad et al., 2020). The first two
cases of COVID-19 were reported from Karachi city
of Pakistan, on 26 February 2020. There has been a
successive increase in the disease’s confirmed cases
within the last four months nationwide (Abid et al.,
2020). At the time of writing this paper (July 2020),
256,000 confirmed COVID-19 cases with 173,000
recoveries, and 5,400 deaths were confirmed in the
country (Coronavirus in Pakistan, 2020). Since the
breakout of this contagious disease, death reminders
are all around. Current literature is also providing evi-
dence of an increased level of anxiety and poor men-
tal health due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Lee,
2020). Currently, mortality is made salient with daily
updates on death cases on social media. Cues of death

vulnerability in this unusual scenario in the form of
face masks, constant directives by the government to
take precautionary measures, and safety awareness
campaigns are also present (Menzies &
Menzies, 2020).

Human beings fear death as a central and universal
part of their experiences (Ilyas & Muazzam, 2015).
Becker (1974) proposed that human beings are
derived by their basic biological need to deny death’s
terror to control this basic anxiety. Based on his ideas
regarding death anxiety, Greenberg et al. (1997) pro-
posed terror management theory (TMT). The theory
is empirically supported and explains the psycho-
logical functions of self-esteem and culture. It focuses
on the fear of death and how this fear influences the
thinking and behavior of humans. According to the
theory, when people become aware of mortality-
related thoughts, they strive to get rid of them by sup-
pressing or denying their thoughts. Moreover, when
such thoughts are active, people view themselves as
having some value within their cultural system, which
protects their self-esteem. Central to this theory is the
anxiety buffer hypothesis, which holds that cultural
world view and self-esteem as the buffering mecha-
nisms are reinforced, people can protect themselves
from death concerns (Greenberg et al., 1997).

The literature on terror management supports the
role of institutions to which individuals belong, giving
importance to work in their lives that becomes a
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significant part of their identity, thus protecting their
self-esteem. The developed identity and related beliefs
strengthen people’s sense of psychological security
against death awareness. The theory suggests that
those who meet the cultural standards of behavior
stay protected from death concerns as their self-
esteem is protected (Jonas et al., 2011). McCabe and
Daly (2018) found that unemployment led to signifi-
cant mortality related cognitions, whereas employment
lowered the cognitions related to death. Therefore, the
inability to meet cultural standards can lead to height-
ened mortality concerns. Research suggests that work
status acts as a death anxiety buffer mechanism
(Yaakobi, 2015). The anxiety buffer hypothesis ascer-
tains that a psychological structure reduces death anx-
iety and acts as an anxiety buffer. If this psychological
structure is strengthened, death-related thoughts are
reduced. Therefore, one’s work status is thought to act
as an anxiety buffering mechanism, reducing mortality
salience and death concerns (Milman et al., 2020).

Having death anxiety is a normal process; however,
it can cause extreme fear and anxiety for some. In
most extreme conditions, this anxiety prevents people
from performing their daily activities and even going
out of their homes. People also fear contamination
that can lead to death. Seeing people die or being ill
can also cause death anxiety and is also related to psy-
chological distress (Shamim & Muazzam, 2018).
Recent empirical evidence suggests that COVID-
related behaviors (i.e. likelihood of contracting the
virus and wearing a mask in public) were positively
associated with death and health anxiety with an over-
all increase in psychological distress (Newton et al.,
unpublished). The current pandemic provides an
opportunity for the researchers to define what role
work status plays in creating behavioral and psycho-
logical vulnerabilities that worsen outcomes from cri-
ses like pandemics.

The literature suggests the relationship between
death anxiety and work status as an anxiety buffer
reducing death concerns. The relationship between
death anxiety and psychological distress is also estab-
lished. However, one aspect that has not been empir-
ically investigated is the mediating role of work status
as an anxiety buffer between death anxiety and psy-
chological distress in the employed and unemployed
people. Erikson (1950) defined work as a critical fac-
tor to human beings’ healthy psychological function-
ing. The present study aimed to determine the role of
work status in reducing peoples’ death anxiety and
associated psychological distress. Therefore, terror
management theory is a well-positioned framework to

investigate the said phenomenon during the COVID-
19 pandemic. It was hypothesized that (1) there would
be a positive association between death anxiety and
psychological distress, (2) work status would moderate
the link between psychological distress and
death anxiety.

Method

The study was approved by the ethical review board
of COMSATS University, Lahore with Ref. No. CUI/
LHR/HUM/0150 on 15 March 2020.

Research design and sample

In this correlational study, a sample of 540 was
approached through an online Google form from
April to May 2020. The study link was advertised
through emails, social media (e.g. Facebook), and
smartphone applications (e.g. WhatsApp). The study’s
link was directed to an online form where participants
were provided the informed consent first. Participant’s
confidentiality was maintained by keeping their iden-
tity anonymous. Data was collected through conveni-
ent sampling, and according to the inclusion criteria,
participants were only included in the study if they
were: (a) residents and nationals of Pakistan, (b) have
not been out of the country since the breakdown of
the COVID-19 pandemic, (c) have not been referred
for psychological services, (d) were living with intact
families, (e) educated (can comprehend English), and
(f) had no physical disability. The sample of this study
comprises 468 literate participants from both genders
(males ¼ 215, females ¼ 253), between 17 and
50 years (M¼ 29.71, SD¼ 11.15).

Measurement

Demographic information
This section comprised questions asking about nation-
ality, locality, gender, age, marital status, family setup,
work status, mental illness indicators, and
monthly income.

Psychological distress
Psychological distress was assessed by the self-reported
Kessler’s 10 items of Psychological Distress Scale-K10
(Kessler et al., 2003). K10 is a brief and comprehen-
sive measure of psychological distress consisting of 10
items on emotional states. The sample item includes
“In the past four weeks, about how often did you feel
worthless.” Each item is scored from 1 (none of the
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time) to 5 (all of the time). Scores range between 10
and 50, with high scores indicating high psychological
distress. Furthermore, scores may be categorized to
estimate the likelihood of a psychological disorder:
likely to be well (scores from 10 to 19), likely to have
mild disorder (scores from 20 to 24), likely to have
moderate disorder (scores from 25 to 29), and likely
to have a severe disorder (scores from 30 to 50).
Mean scores of K10 are considered a good indicator
of the estimation of psychological distress. The
Cronbach’s alpha of K10 was noted as 0.88 for the
study sample, which is a good indicator of internal
consistency.

Death anxiety
Death anxiety was measured with the 15-items self-
report Death Anxiety Questionnaire (DAQ; Templer,
1970). High scores on the measure indicate more
death anxiety and range between 15 and 75, further
classified into low (15–35), moderate (26–55), and
high (56–75) levels of death anxiety. Mean scores are
a good indicator of the estimation of death anxiety.
The current study utilized continuous scores rather
than categories. Cronbach’s alpha and split-half coeffi-
cients for DAS were reported as 0.76 and 0.87 respect-
ively for a sample of older adults and college students
(Conte et al., 1982). Moreover, the present study
found it as 0.75.

Analysis plan

Descriptive analysis was carried out to estimate the
sample mean, standard deviation, frequencies, percen-
tages, omega coefficient, kurtosis, and study variables’
skewness. Pearson coefficients and moderation ana-
lysis were conducted to test the study hypotheses.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

As in an online study, inclusion-exclusion criteria can-
not be strictly controlled; therefore, data was screened
out for inclusion/exclusion criteria, outliers, and ran-
dom responses in the first step. Outliers were identi-
fied following “threshold selection: extreme value
analysis” (Cabras & Morales, 2006), and missing val-
ues were treated by using “Replace with series Mean:
Missing Values Analysis,” followed by descrip-
tive analysis.

Descriptive analysis of study variables

Descriptive analysis revealed that all participants were
Muslims and Pakistani from diverse areas of Punjab
province, with dominance from Lahore (64%). Lahore
is a multicultural city, and 70% of the residents have
migrated from other parts of Pakistan and likely to
represent a presentable region. The study sample com-
prised adolescents, young adults, and older adults,
with the young adult group (84%) supplementing the
estimates that 2/3 of Pakistan’s population is below
30 years (Najam & Bar, 2017). Participant age ranged
from 17 to 50 years, with a mean age of 29.71
(SD¼ 11.15). The sample was well proportionate
across both genders (male 46%) with the dominance
of single marital (78%) and work (64%) statuses.
Fifty-eight percent of participants lived in a nuclear
family, whereas 42% reported as living with joint fam-
ilies. To test the study sample’s standard distribution,
we also estimated skewness and kurtosis following
Gravetter and Wallnau (2012) criteria, and values fall
within the range from þ2 to �2 (Table 1).

Link between psychological distress and
death anxiety

The next link between personal characteristics, psy-
chological distress, and death anxiety was calculated.
Correlation analysis demonstrated a significant nega-
tive link between gender, marital status, and work sta-
tus. Psychological distress was moderately positively
linked with death anxiety (r¼ 0.343���, p< .001).
Overall, correlation coefficients ranged from weak
to moderate.

Moderation analyses

A regression model was applied to test the moderating
link of work status in the relationship between psy-
chological distress and death anxiety. The regression
model was carried out with work status, and it
showed a significant moderation effect between death
anxiety and psychological distress (Table 2). The
model explains that the link between psychological
distress in working participants was steady, whereas,
for non-working participants, it was strongly positive
with high scores on psychological distress and death
anxiety (Figure 1).

Discussion

Findings of the present study indicate a significant
moderating role of work status, illustrating the strong
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relationship between psychological distress and death
anxiety for non-working participants. Therefore, psy-
chological distress is related to more significant death
anxiety among non-working than those who are
working. This study highlights the importance of
work as a potential anxiety-buffering factor concern-
ing mortality thoughts due to psychological distress
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The present research
highlights the importance of work as a buffering fac-
tor for psychological distress and death anxiety. Work
has its importance in one’s life; the organization in
which one works also becomes a significant part of
the person’s identity. The workplace also has the
potential to become part of the person’s worldview.
Particularly, terror management theory considers an
individual’s worldview, believing that the worldviews
are supported to keep death anxiety at bay (Jonas
et al., 2011). When the strong wish to stay alive col-
lides with the reality of inevitable death, existential
error affecting daily life functioning arises (Arshad &
Muazzam, 2016). Standards in every culture are set,
and people live according to those standards to main-
tain their self-esteem. When one is living up to those
standards, it maintains cultural worldviews that act as

buffers to reduce anxiety by providing a sense of
order, meaning, and permanence after death (Fritsche
et al., 2008).

People in their particular cultural context use anx-
iety buffers to avoid death anxiety. As aforemen-
tioned, if the strengthening of a psychological
structure that protects against death anxiety makes
one less prone to the awareness of death and anxiety-
provoking thoughts in response to threat (Pyszczynski
et al., 1997). The implication of the terror manage-
ment theory in Pakistan during COVID-19 supports
the theory in our culture. This study’s findings follow
the literature-based assumption that work status
would act as an anxiety buffering factor and moderate
the link between psychological distress and death anx-
iety. Work was found as an inhibitory factor in induc-
ing death anxiety due to psychological distress during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The present research results
highlight the importance of work as a buffering factor
for death anxiety due to psychological distress during
the current pandemic. Yaakobi (2015) did not find
culture playing a moderating role in using work as a
terror management mechanism. The terror manage-
ment theory applies to Pakistani culture equally as it
applies to other cultures. Work status plays a central
role in building one’s self-concept, which reduces
death-related thoughts due to psychological distress in
salience conditions like the current pandemic. The
identity that people have attached to their work status
becomes more vital when they are aware of their mor-
tality, thereby heightening their satisfaction with life
(Shamim & Muazzam, 2018).

Throughout history, outbreaks of contagious dis-
eases like the current COVID-19 have been associated
with psychological distress and mental illness (Bao
et al., 2020). The contributing factors to this

Table 2. Standardized regression weights illustrating moderat-
ing link of work status between psychological distress and
death anxiety.

Measures

Work status

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

P 0.34��� 0.32��� 0.05
M �0.10� �0.35��
P�M 0.37�
R2 0.34 0.35 0.37
Incremental R 0.01 0.02
Model fit F (1,467)¼62.28

p< .001
F (2, 266)¼33.05

p< .001
F (3,465)¼23.85

p< .001

Note: P: predictor; M: moderator; Predictor: psychological distress; out-
come: death anxiety; �p< .05; ��p< .01; ���p< .00.

Table 1. Descriptive of study variables.
Measures N f(%) M (SD) Min-Max A Kurtosis Skewness

Psychological distress 21.20 (7.32) 15–45 0.88 0.74 0.22
Death anxiety 27.79 (6.05) 10–47 0.75 0.45 �0.36
Age (years) 468 29.71 (11.15) 17–49
Adolescents 55 12 18.83 (4.33) 17–19
Young adults 391 84 25.44 (4.89) 20–27
Middle-aged adults 22 5 44.88 (11.92) 35–50

Gender
Female 253 54
Male 215 46

Marital status
Single 373 78
Married 95 20

Family system
Nuclear 270 58
Joint 197 42

Work status
Working 301 64
Non-working 167 36
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psychological distress are the uncertainties, unpredict-
ability, seriousness of the disease, myths, and social
isolation due to lockdown. Due to the myths and mis-
information about COVID-19 spread through media,
people are experiencing health anxiety in this particu-
lar context (Arslan et al., 2020). As mentioned above,
it is evident from the literature that death anxiety is a
significant contributor to psychological distress in this
pandemic. A recent study from China ascertains that
mortality estimations did predict psychological dis-
tress, where participants estimated their survival to be
very low, which predicted a high level of stress and
depression in them (Wang et al., 2020).

A few limitations to this study should be discussed
before generalizing the results. First, this study was
conducted during the lockdown period in Pakistan
and the data was collected online through a non-
probability sampling technique. Our data was only
limited to the internet users and educated population
who could read and understand English because of
being an online study. Data from people living below
the poverty line or the elderly with no internet access
could provide a more generalizable result. However,
despite all limitations, this study is the pioneer in
proving empirical evidence on the implications of ter-
ror management theory during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Pakistan to the best of our knowledge.

Terror management provides a useful tool to
understand how people can protect themselves from
death anxiety. This investigation has fulfilled the same

purpose by utilizing the theoretical framework of ter-
ror management theory in the current context. The
study highlights the work status’s existential function.
It focuses on the importance of employment as it
does reduce anxiety-provoking thoughts related to
death in relation to psychological distress.
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