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Finding refuge in reverie: The terror management function of
nostalgic entertainment experiences
James Alex Bonus, Hannah Wing and Judy Watts

School of Communication, The Ohio State University, Columbus, USA

ABSTRACT
Drawing on terror management theory (TMT), three experiments
examined the impact of mortality threat on nostalgic
entertainment experiences. Study 1 (N = 98) validated the stimuli
used to elicit three different types of threat: mortality, isolation,
and illness. Study 2 (N = 464) found no impact of these threats on
participants’ entertainment preferences. Consistent with TMT,
Study 3 (N = 906) found that participants experienced a deeper
sense of appreciation and solace when they watched a movie
under mortality threat. However, these effects only occurred for a
lighthearted movie with nostalgic qualities (i.e., Pixar’s Toy Story)
and not for a meaningful movie with death-related themes (i.e.,
Pixar’s Onward). The results illustrated the need for entertainment
theorists to adopt a more expansive conceptualization of
meaningfulness.
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Terror management theory (TMT) examines how people cope with reminders of their
eventual mortality (Greenberg et al., 1994). In the context of communication research,
applications of TMT have investigated how people use meaningful entertainment as
one such coping mechanism (Goldenberg et al., 1999). Although scholars have tradition-
ally defined meaningful entertainment as content that features challenging narratives,
they have simultaneously acknowledged that meaningfulness is idiosyncratically con-
structed (Oliver et al., 2018) and can sometimes emerge in response to lighthearted
fare (Watts et al., 2020). Consistent with this view, the current studies examined how
mortality threat shapes audience interest in (and response to) movies with nostalgic qual-
ities (e.g., beloved films from childhood). Although these movies tend to be less serious
than other forms of meaningful entertainment, they are similarly evocative (Watts et al.,
2020). This approach made it possible to explore an underexamined category of mean-
ingful media experiences while also investigating whether nostalgic entertainment has
unique benefits for audiences who are confronted by existential threat (Gammon &
Ramshaw, 2021).

Furthermore, the current studies addressed recent criticisms leveraged against TMT
(Martin & van den Bos, 2014). Most notably, communication scholars have yet to
demonstrate that mortality threats function differently from other severe psychological
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threats (e.g., attachment insecurity), and they have not ruled out the explanatory
utility of theoretical frameworks offering similar predictions, such as Hart’s (2015)
security system model (SSM). Accordingly, the current studies incorporated multiple
types of threat inductions and tested competing predictions derived from TMT and
SSM.

Terror management theory and entertainment research

TMT proposes a tension between humans’ innate drive toward self-preservation and
their existential awareness of death’s inevitability (Greenberg et al., 1994). The theory
is structured around two key predictions (Pyszczynski et al., 2015). Themortality salience
hypothesis states that people seek to curtail conscious thoughts of death by engaging in
strategies such as rationalization or suppression. However, once these thoughts slip
into unconscious awareness, people seek to imbue their life with meaning using one of
three strategies: heightening their self-esteem, defending their worldviews, or reifying
their close relationships. Accordingly, the anxiety buffer hypothesis states that engaging
at least one of these psychological defenses ameliorates mortality threat and renders
additional defense unnecessary.

These propositions have been tested by manifold experiments, in which researchers
compare participants who write an essay about their eventual death with those who
write an essay about a control topic that is either neutral (e.g., watching television) or
negative (e.g., dental pain) in nature (Burke et al., 2010). Afterward, these participants
engage in a distraction-and-delay task intended to allow their thoughts of death to slip
into unconscious awareness. Most often, this task is the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS) with a brief delay of 2 to 6 min (Burke et al., 2010). Finally, they com-
plete some measure of defensive responding, such as their endorsement of patriotism
(i.e., worldview defense; Bélanger et al., 2013). Decades of research have provided
support for TMT, such that writing about death produces more defensiveness than
other topics (Burke et al., 2010; Pyszczynski et al., 2015).

In the context of communication research, scholars have used TMT to examine how
mortality threat shapes audience interest in (and response to) entertainment media.
For example, researchers have found that audiences try to circumvent mortality
threat in abstract ways by consuming certain types of narratives (Taylor, 2012,
2013), such as movies featuring sexual content (i.e., overcoming death via procreation)
and television shows featuring justice themes (i.e., imbuing life with a sense of order
and fairness). Audiences under mortality threat also derive a deeper sense of appreci-
ation from exposure to meaningful movies (Rieger et al., 2015), especially those featur-
ing characters who overcome death (Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Finally, watching
meaningful movies can provide an anxiety buffer, such that it reduces the need for
viewers to engage in further defensive responding after mortality threat (Rieger
et al., 2015).

Taken together, this research demonstrates that TMT is a useful lens for understand-
ing howmortality threat influences entertainment experiences. However, four limitations
characterize this research: (1) narrow conceptualizations of meaningfulness, (2) limited
use of comparison threats, (3) overreliance on essay tasks, and (4) narrow examination of
outcomes.

2 J. A. BONUS ET AL.



Narrow conceptualizations of meaningfulness

Investigations of TMT and entertainment have often examined meaningful movies, such
as My Life Without Me (Hofer, 2013) and One Week (Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Generally,
these films are selected because they align with the dominant view of meaningfulness as
an experience that manifests when audiences encounter challenging stories that grapple
with the meaning of life (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010). However, it has long been noted that
meaningfulness is constructed idiosyncratically across viewers (Oliver et al., 2018), and
that even lighthearted stories can be experienced as meaningful by certain people
(Klimmt, 2011).

Consistent with this notion, researchers have recently started to investigate nostalgic
entertainment experiences. Nostalgia is a blended cognitive-emotional experience
characterized by sentimental longing for the past (Wildschut et al., 2006). In the
context of entertainment, nostalgia frequently occurs when people re-consume beloved
media that they first encountered earlier in life – often during their childhood or adoles-
cence (Wulf et al., 2019). Although this material tends to be lighthearted in nature (e.g.,
children’s films), it is capable of producing similar responses as more serious content. For
example, Watts et al. (2020) found that exposure to joyful scenes in popular films from
the past (i.e., animated Disney classics) elicited the same degree of appreciation as
exposure to meaningful scenes in comparable films from the present (i.e., live-action
remakes). Moreover, this effect was explained by the degree to which viewers felt psycho-
logically transported into their pasts (see also Evans et al., 2020). In other words, this
material was experienced as meaningful not because audiences were immersed in
fictional stories, but because they were immersed in the “stories of themselves” (Watts
et al., 2020).

This distinction is relevant to research on TMT. Indeed, scholars have argued that
mortality threat should not enhance the degree to which audiences derive meaning
from lighthearted content (e.g., comedies), and that lighthearted content should not be
as effective as more serious content at alleviating mortality threat (Perloff, 2016).
Although these predictions are supported by research (Rieger et al., 2015), examination
of lighthearted films has been limited to comedies (e.g., Along Came Polly) that most
likely lack personal significance to most viewers. It seems plausible that films with nos-
talgic qualities might operate differently. Indeed, research has shown that mortality threat
has less of an influence on people who are induced to feel nostalgic (Routledge et al.,
2008) or who are otherwise prone to engage in nostalgic reflection in their everyday
life (Juhl et al., 2010). In other words, nostalgic reverie acts as an existential resource
that buffers against mortality threat. Accordingly, lighthearted content that elicits nostal-
gia might confer similar benefits as other forms of meaningful entertainment.

Limited use of comparison threats

Most communication studies adhere to established methods employed in TMT research,
such that participants are assigned to writing prompts asking them to describe their
eventual demise. However, only a narrow pool of comparison prompts have been
tested. Most often, these prompts center on neutral topics, such as watching television
(Hofer, 2013; Rieger & Hofer, 2017; Rieger et al., 2015), studying at university (Study
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1 in Taylor, 2012, 2013), or riding a bike (Kneer et al., 2011). When negative topics have
been used, participants have typically written about the experience of dental pain (Study
2 in Taylor, 2012, 2013). Consequently, researchers have not examined negative topics
that threaten psychological security to a similar degree as mortality threat, thus
making it unclear whether mortality threat is truly unique in its impact.

This issue echoes broader theoretical debates about the underlying mechanism that
accounts for TMT effects: unconscious death-thought accessibility (DTA). Indeed,
some studies have failed to document an increase in DTA following mortality threat
(McConnell, 2018), others have shown that DTA is higher immediately following
threat rather than after a delay (Trafimow & Hughes, 2012), and others have shown
that psychological defensiveness can occur absent DTA (Hayes et al., 2010). Accordingly,
some scholars have sought to integrate TMT with other theories of psychological defense
that do not require DTA as an underlying mechanism. For example, Hart’s (2015) SSM
posits that people derive their sense of psychological security from their self-esteem,
worldviews, and attachment figures, and that threatening any one of these systems trig-
gers a response in the remaining systems. This “fluid compensation” perspective re-con-
ceptualizes mortality threat as a severe threat to the attachment system (Hart, 2015), with
some scholars describing it as a form of permanent social isolation (Martin & van den
Bos, 2014). Consistent with this view, some studies have shown that writing about
other attachment threats – such as alienation (Burke et al., 2010) or devastating breakups
(Hart et al., 2005) – can produce similar defensiveness as writing about death. Conse-
quently, it is vital for communication scholars to examine whether mortality threat
impacts audiences in ways that are unique from other forms of severe attachment threat.

Overreliance on essay tasks

Psychologists have criticized the use of essay prompts in TMT research because there is
some degree of ambiguity in how participants interpret them (Miller & Massey, 2019).
Indeed, people writing about their death might approach the subject in either pessimistic
(e.g., fearful) or optimistic ways (e.g., appreciative of life). Although these differences are
rarely examined empirically, there is some indication that they impact TMT effects. For
example, Florian and Mikulincer (2004) found that worldview defense only occurred
among participants who wrote about death in macabre (rather than comforting)
terms. In an attempt to circumvent these issues, some scholars (e.g., Coolsen &
Nelson, 2002) have instead induced mortality threat using morbid media stimuli (e.g.,
graphic scenes of car accidents) because this material is less open to alternative interpret-
ations. Nonetheless, these manipulations frequently feature neutral control groups (e.g.,
drivers’ education videos) that do not pose serious threats to psychological security.

Narrow examination of outcomes

Communication researchers have primarily used TMT to understand outcomes central
to entertainment psychology, such as interest and appreciation (Hofer, 2013; Rieger
et al., 2015). When outcomes relevant to TMT have been investigated (i.e., Rieger
et al., 2015), scholars have focused on one form of defensive response (i.e., bolstering
self-esteem) rather than others deemed relevant in the theory (e.g., bolstering
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worldviews). Further integration of TMT requires examination of these other defenses, as
well as additional variables deemed relevant in entertainment psychology. One alluring
concept is the notion of solace, which refers to temporary respite from one’s anxieties
and sorrows (Rieger & Klimmt, 2019). Indeed, scholars have argued that meaningful
films are uniquely poised to provide solace in the face of existential threat by offering
viewers a way to reconceptualize those threats (Klimmt, 2011; Perloff, 2016).

The current studies

In the current studies, we addressed the aforementioned limitations in four ways: (1) by
examining audience responses to lighthearted films with nostalgic qualities, (2) by incor-
porating multiple threatening control conditions, (3) by using media stimuli (rather than
writing prompts) to induce threat, and (4) by analyzing both established outcomes (i.e.,
interest and appreciation) and novel outcomes (i.e., worldview defense and solace).

In Study 1, we validated the stimuli used to elicit threat. In subsequent studies, we
examined how threat influences audience interest in (Study 2) and responses to (Study
3) different types of movies. We validated our stimuli in an initial study because
Hayes and Schimel (2018) have shown that manipulation checks can sometimes
curtail TMT effects by causing participants to think about death in ways that are unre-
lated to threat inductions. Accordingly, Hayes and Schimel (2018) recommend validating
threat inductions in an initial study and assessing the impact of those threats in sub-
sequent studies. Furthermore, we pursued two subsequent studies to remain consistent
with prior entertainment research (e.g., Taylor, 2012), which has sequentially tested
the propositions of TMT on audience entertainment preferences (in one study) and
entertainment processing (in a second study). The datasets collected for all three
studies are online: https://tinyurl.com/42p6j3d3

Study 1

Although TMT posits that mortality threat is unique from other aversive psychological
threats, critics have argued that it mimics other forms of attachment threat (Hart,
2015). In Study 1, we sought to develop stimuli that would allow us to isolate the
unique impact of mortality (vs. attachment) threat in subsequent studies.

The early months of the COVID-19 pandemic provided a compelling backdrop for
this pursuit, given the barrage of news stories detailing many worrisome pandemic-
related threats. Accordingly, we created videos focused on three of these threats. We
intended for all three of these videos to generate similar levels of general anxiety but
to systematically vary in terms of the specific threats that they represented. Specifically,
the illness video described how the human body reacts to COVID-19. Because this video
did not explicitly reference mortality or attachment, we expected it to function as a nega-
tive control stimulus. Conversely, the isolation video described the experiences of young
people in quarantine. Because this video focused on attachment-related issues (e.g., lone-
liness), we expected it to elicit more attachment threat than the illness video (H1a).
Finally, the mortality video described COVID-19 deaths among young adults. Because
this video focused on death, we expected it to elicit more mortality threat than the
other two videos (H1b). Given the possibility that death functions as a severe attachment
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threat (Hart, 2015), we also posed a research question: Will the mortality video elicit
more attachment threat than the other two videos (RQ1)?

Method

Inclusion criteria

Across all three studies reported in this manuscript, we only recruited White U.S. citi-
zens. We used these inclusion criteria for two reasons. First, it is consistent with estab-
lished recommendations for TMT research (Chatard et al., 2020; Klein et al., 2019).
Second, it seemed that responses to news coverage about COVID-19 might be influenced
by racial identity, given hostile politics surrounding the pandemic in the U.S. (i.e., Pre-
sident Trump placing unwarranted blame on Asian countries). We address limitations of
this approach in the general discussion.

Participants

We recruited 98 undergraduates at a Midwestern university (Mage = 20.15, SD = 1.74;
54.1% female). All participants were White U.S. citizens, and they received extra credit
in their communication classes in exchange for participating.

Materials

We created three videos using existing news reports. Each video lasted three minutes and
consisted of two segments. The illness video detailed information about how COVID-19
impacts the lungs (segment 1) and body (segment 2). The isolation video detailed infor-
mation about the biological dangers of social isolation (segment 1) and stories about the
experiences of young people enduring quarantine (segment 2). The mortality video pre-
sented CDC statistics about young people dying from COVID-19 (segment 1) and an
interview with a young woman whose 42-year-old husband recently died of COVID-
19 (segment 2). Both of the segments included in the mortality video featured repeated
warnings for young people to recognize their risk of dying from the disease and taking
necessary precautions to avoid contracting it.

Procedure and measures

Data collection occurred in April 2020. Participants provided informed consent before
they were randomly assigned to video condition: illness (n = 32), isolation (n = 33), or
mortality (n = 33). After watching, participants indicated on a 7-point scale (1 = not at
all, 7 = very much) how much the video made them feel anxious (M = 4.08, SD = 1.91),
made them feel isolated (M = 3.17, SD = 1.91), and made them think about death or
dying (M = 3.82, SD = 1.71). The question about isolation served as a measure of attach-
ment threat, whereas the question about death served as a measure of mortality threat.
Afterward, participants completed the 20-item PANAS (Watson et al., 1988) and the
44-item Big-Five Inventory (John & Srivastava, 1999), which were used to introduce a
delay. A timer embedded within the survey assessed how long participants spent
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completing these tasks (M = 3.60 min, SD = 2.08; minimum = .78, maximum = 15.03).
The study ended with a 20-item word completion task that assessed unconscious DTA
(Schimel et al., 2007). Specifically, participants were instructed to complete each frag-
ment as quickly as possible with the first word that came to mind. Six fragments could
be completed with either a neutral word or a death word (e.g., COFF_ _ could be
COFFEE or COFFIN). The number of these six items completed with death words
was summed (M = 1.86, SD = 1.09). This score served as an additional measure of mor-
tality threat.

Results

One-way ANOVAs were used to compare the videos. Complete results are reported in
Table 1. Sidak corrections were used to adjust for multiple comparisons. Anxiety did
not vary across videos. Consistent with H1a, the isolation video elicited more feelings
of isolation than the illness video. With regard to RQ1, the mortality video also elicited
more feelings of isolation than the illness video, but it did not differ from the isolation
video. In partial support of H1b, the mortality video elicited more conscious thoughts
of death than the other two videos. However, unconscious DTA did not vary across
videos.

We probed this unexpected null effect by examining (post hoc) whether video
exposure influenced the amount of time that participants spent working on the delay
tasks. A one-way ANOVA indicated a marginal effect of condition, F(2, 95) = 2.75, p
= .068, η2 = .06, such that participants completed the delay tasks slightly faster after
watching the mortality video (M = 3.13 min, SE = .36) relative to the isolation video
(M = 3.42 min, SE = .36) and the illness video (M = 4.28 min, SE = .36). Because TMT
effects tend to strengthen after longer delays (Burke et al., 2010), it seemed possible
that participants who spent more time completing these tasks might also exhibit
higher DTA. However, analyses using Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS macro v.3.5 indicated
that delay interval did not moderate the effect of video exposure on DTA.

Study 1 discussion

Results generally confirmed that the videos were properly manipulated. All three videos
elicited moderate levels of anxiety; both the mortality and isolation videos elicited more
attachment threat than the illness video; and the mortality video elicited more mortality
threat than the other two videos. However, the results for unconscious DTA did not align
with our predictions. Although there was some (non-significant) indication that

Table 1. Complete results for Study 1.
Mortality Video

M (SE)
Isolation Video

M (SE)
Illness Video

M (SE)
F-test
F (df) η2

Feelings of anxiety 4.61 (.33) 3.94 (.33) 3.69 (.34) 2.05 (2, 95) .04
Feelings of isolation 3.42a (.31) 3.88a (.31) 2.19b (.32) 7.74** (2, 95) .14
Thoughts of death (Conscious) 4.70a (.28) 3.30b (.28) 3.44b (.28) 7.51** (2, 95) .14
DTA (Unconscious) 1.88 (.19) 1.97 (.19) 1.72 (.19) .43 (2, 95) .01

Note: Means with different subscripts are significantly different at p < .05. Significance for the reported F-values are
denoted with asterisks, ** p < .01. Sidak corrections were used to adjust for multiple comparisons.
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participants completed the delay tasks more quickly after watching the mortality video,
longer delays did not produce higher DTA. Moreover, the average delay across all con-
ditions (i.e., 3–4 min) was consistent with prior TMT research (i.e., 2–6 min; Burke et al.,
2010).

One possibility is that all three videos inadvertently increased DTA, given that they all
focused on a deadly disease. We are unable to definitively rule out this possibility because
we did not include a neutral control condition. However, this explanation seems unlikely.
Indeed, the average word completion score in the current study (M = 1.86) was lower
than the scores produced by threat inductions in previous research (e.g., M = 2.75;
Schimel et al., 2007), yet it was similar to scores reported in studies that have measured
DTA as an enduring trait (M = 2.06; Fairlamb & Juhl, 2020). Consequently, it seems likely
that the mortality video failed to impact participants’ performance on this particular
word completion task. Similar failures have been reported elsewhere (Trafimow &
Hughes, 2012). However, researchers have indicated that TMT effects can still emerge
on other outcomes even when this particular manipulation check fails (e.g., Hayes
et al., 2010; Miller & Massey, 2019). These issues exemplify the difficulties of assessing
unconscious DTA using word completion tasks (Naidu et al., 2020), especially in TMT
studies that are administered online (Hayes & Schimel, 2018).

Because the results for our close-ended measures otherwise aligned with our predic-
tions, we proceeded to use these videos as threat manipulations in Studies 2 and
3. However, we addressed the possibility that all three videos inadvertently increased
unconscious DTA by including a no-threat control condition in Study 2.

If mortality threat has a unique impact on entertainment experiences (per TMT), then
we would expect participants to exhibit unique responses to entertainment after watching
the mortality video in Studies 2 and 3. If other forms of attachment threat have a similar
impact on entertainment experiences (per SSM), then we would expect participants who
watched the isolation video to respond similarly to those who watched the mortality
video in Studies 2 and 3.

Study 2

Study 2 examined the influence of psychological threat on audience entertainment pre-
ferences. Perloff (2016) argued that mortality threat should enhance interest in meaning-
ful movies because this material offers ways to defend against threat (e.g., imbuing life
with existential meaning). Because lighthearted movies do not offer these same defenses
(Rieger et al., 2015), mortality threat should not enhance interest in those movies (Perloff,
2016).

However, it is unclear whether this same prediction applies to lighthearted material
that harbors personal relevance to viewers. Indeed, prior studies have found that audi-
ences derive a sense of meaning from re-watching popular films from their childhood,
such as original Star Wars movies or animated Disney classics (Watts et al., 2020).
Additionally, the act of revisiting familiar content from the past allows people to take
comfort in well-known characters and storylines (Russell & Levy, 2012), reminisce on
joyful memories about prior exposures to that material (Furno-Lamude & Anderson,
1992), and appreciate the friends and family who helped create those memories
(Janata et al., 2007). Moreover, there is some preliminary evidence that families coped
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during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic by seeking out their favorite songs,
TV shows, and movies from the past (Gammon & Ramshaw, 2021). Accordingly, it
seemed plausible that audiences might perceive lighthearted media from the past as a
useful tool for coping with psychological threat.

We tested this possibility in Study 2. Specifically, we induced threat using the videos
from Study 1, and we asked participants to report their interest in watching a variety of
popular films from two lighthearted genres: action films and family films. We included
both older films (i.e., from the 90s) and newer films (i.e., from the present day), and
we derived competing predictions from TMT and SSM. Consistent with TMT, we
expected participants under mortality threat to report more interest in popular films
from the past (vs. present) relative to participants under isolation threat, illness threat,
or no threat (H2a). Consistent with SSM, we expected participants under mortality and
isolation (vs. illness) threat to report more interest in popular films from the past (vs.
present) relative to participants under illness threat or no threat (H2b).

Method

Participants

We recruited 476 White U.S. citizens through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). We
required participants to have a 99% + approval rating. To remain consistent with the
sample collected in Study 3 (see Study 3 method), we only recruited participants
between the ages of 18 and 50. However, 10 participants reported technical difficulties
watching their assigned video, and two additional participants failed attention checks.
These exclusions resulted in a sample of 464 adults (Mage = 34.76, SD = 7.53; 57.1%
male with two non-binary participants). Participation lasted 20 min, and participants
received $2.

Materials

Participants rated 18 films (see Online Supplemental Table S1). We selected six top-
grossing 90s movies to represent popular media from the past, including three action
films (i.e., Star Wars Episode 1, Jurassic Park, and Men in Black) and three family
films (i.e., Aladdin, Toy Story, and Jumanji). We expected that most participants
would have seen these films in the past. For comparison purposes, we also selected six
recent sequels to these 90s films (e.g., Star Wars Episode 9; Toy Story 4) and six recent
standalone films with similar styles and themes to those films (e.g., Gemini Man; Abom-
inable). We included sequel films because it seemed possible that participants might be
attracted to familiar characters and stories from 90s films, even if they had not yet seen
the sequels of those films. The standalone films allowed us to examine whether partici-
pants actually valued novelty over familiarity.

Procedure

Data collection occurred in early May 2020. Participants provided informed consent
before they were randomly assigned to condition: mortality threat (n = 119), isolation
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threat (n = 119), illness threat (n = 116), or no threat (n = 110). After threat induction,
participants saw a randomized list of 18 movie posters, read synopses (drawn from
IMDb.com), and rated their interest in watching each movie. Participants in the no
threat condition completed this task without watching a threat video.

Measures

Manipulation check
Participants indicated whether or not they had previously seen each of the 18 movies
included in the study (M = 7.32, SD = 3.17).

Interest
Consistent with Taylor (2012, 2013), participants indicated their interest in watching
each movie using a 4-point scale (0 = no interest, 1 = slight interest, 2 =moderate interest,
3 = strong interest). Responses were averaged separately based on movie type (i.e., 90s
films vs. recent sequels vs. recent standalone films) and movie genre (i.e., action vs.
family). Descriptive statistics for each film are reported in Online Supplemental Table S1.

Covariates
It seemed possible that certain participants might be unaffected by exposure to threaten-
ing news about COVID-19 because they believed that the pandemic was less severe than
it had been portrayed in the media. We reasoned that these same participants might
downplay the pandemic in other ways, perhaps by defying government-mandated
stay-at-home orders. Accordingly, we asked participants whether they were regularly
complying with a government-mandated stay-at-home order (77.8% said yes).

Results

Manipulation check

A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted on prior exposure with movie type (i.e.,
90s films vs. recent sequels vs. recent standalone films) as a within-subjects factor.
Sidak corrections were used to adjust for multiple comparisons. Results indicated a sig-
nificant effect of movie type, F(2, 926) = 1655.32, p < .001, η2 = .33. Participants had seen
more of the 90s films (M = 4.91, SE = .07), followed sequentially by the recent sequel films
(M = 1.90, SE = .08) and recent standalone films (M = .52, SE = .04), all p’s < .001.

Main analyses

A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted on interest ratings. Between-subjects
factors included threat condition (i.e., mortality vs. isolation vs. illness vs. no threat)
and stay-at-home compliance (i.e., yes vs. no). Within-subjects factors included movie
type (i.e., 90s films vs. recent sequels vs. recent standalone films) and movie genre
(i.e., action vs. family). Given prior research suggesting that age is sometimes associated
with audience responses to nostalgic content (Watts et al., 2020, Study 1), we included
age as a covariate. Sidak corrections were used to adjust for multiple comparisons.
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Contrary toH2a andH2b, there was no effect of threat condition, and there were no inter-
actions between threat condition and any other factors. However, there was a main effect
of movie type, F(2, 910) = 15.00, p < .001, η2 = .01, such that participants were more inter-
ested in the 90s films (M = 1.42, SE = .04), followed sequentially by the recent sequels (M
= 1.28, SE = .04) and recent standalone films (M = 1.14, SE = .04), all p’s < .001. There was
also an effect of movie genre, F(1, 455) = 4.93, p = .027, η2 = .001, such that participants
were more interested in family films (M = 1.33, SE = .04) relative to action films (M =
1.23, SE = .04).

Study 2 discussion

There was no indication that threat exposure influenced entertainment preferences.
However, participants expressed more interest in popular films from the 90s (vs. the
present day) and more interest in family (vs. action) films. Because this study occurred
during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, this pattern might reflect a
general preference for familiar content from the past at a time when chronic anxieties
were prevalent (Hu et al., 2020).

Although our predictions were not supported, these results do not necessarily contra-
dict TMT or SSM. Indeed, it might be that threatened viewers simply do not gravitate
toward familiar content from the past. However, prior research also suggests that
TMT effects can strengthen after longer delay intervals (Burke et al., 2010). Because
we did not directly assess delay effects in Study 2, we did so in Study 3.

Study 3

Study 3 examined the impact of psychological threat on audience responses to popular
movies. We induced threat using the same videos from Study 1, and we subsequently
assigned participants to watch scenes from a meaningful film or from a lighthearted
film with nostalgic qualities. We included outcomes relevant to both TMT and entertain-
ment psychology.

Predictions for TMT outcomes

Prior communication studies have only examined self-esteem as a defensive response
(Rieger et al., 2015; Rieger & Hofer, 2017). In Study 3, we examined a form of worldview
defense assessed in seminal TMT research: American patriotism (Greenberg et al., 1994).
Prior research has shown mortality threat causes people to intensify their worldviews and
thus report higher patriotism (Greenberg et al., 1994). Research has also shown that these
effects strengthen over longer (7+ min) delays (Burke et al., 2010), unless certain anxiety
buffers are available to reduce defensive responding (Pyszczynski et al., 2015). Relatedly,
entertainment research has shown that certain films can serve this defensive function
(Rieger et al., 2015), especially when those films feature characters who overcome
death or who find new meaning in life (Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Lighthearted films
(e.g., comedies) do not provide these same defenses and instead function only to dis-
tract-and-delay (Perloff, 2016; Rieger et al., 2015).
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In the current study, we assigned some participants to report their patriotism after
threat induction. These participants served as a baseline control condition, and we
derived competing predictions from TMT and SSM. Consistent with TMT, we expected
these participants to intensify their worldviews and thus report higher patriotism under
mortality (vs. isolation and illness) threat (H3a). Consistent with SSM, we expected these
participants to report higher patriotism under both mortality and isolation (vs. illness)
threat (H3b).

The remaining participants reported their patriotism after a 7-min delay, which
involved watching an excerpt from a popular film. If film exposure only served to distract
participants from threat, then we would expect participants to further intensify their
worldviews and report higher patriotism after viewing (relative to baseline). If film
exposure instead served to defend participants from threat, then we would expect partici-
pants to rebound from their initial intensification and report lower patriotism after
viewing (relative to baseline). Consistent with Rieger et al. (2015), we expected the mean-
ingful film to serve a defensive role (H3c). Because it was unclear whether similar patterns
would occur for a lighthearted film with nostalgic qualities, we posed a research question:
Will a lighthearted film with nostalgic qualities serve to distract from threat or to defend
against threat (RQ2)?

Predictions for entertainment outcomes

Prior research has shown that meaningful films are appreciated more when viewed under
mortality threat (Hofer, 2013; Rieger & Hofer, 2017). However, these same effects have
not occurred for lighthearted films (Rieger et al., 2015), presumably because they do
not affirm the underlying value of life or offer strategies for coping with death (Perloff,
2016). In the current project, we examined whether these same patterns would emerge
for a lighthearted film with nostalgic qualities. Once again, we derived competing predic-
tions from TMT and SSM. Consistent with TMT, we expected mortality (vs. illness and
isolation) threat to produce higher appreciation of a meaningful film (H4a). Consistent
with SSM, we expected both mortality and isolation (vs. illness) threat to produce
higher appreciation of a meaningful film (H4b). We posed an additional research ques-
tion: Will threat exposure also produce higher appreciation of a lighthearted film with
nostalgic qualities (RQ3)?

We also investigated solace as an outcome. Although this concept has not been
empirically examined under the lens of TMT, scholars have offered the same predic-
tions for solace as they have for appreciation. Specifically, meaningful films are
thought to provide solace in the face of mortality threat because because they are
uniquely poised to affirm life and grapple with death (Perloff, 2016). Lighthearted
films are less capable of providing this relief because they do not directly address
issues of mortality. Consistent with TMT, we expected mortality (vs. isolation and
illness) threat to produce higher solace for a meaningful film (H5a). Consistent
with SSM, we expected both mortality and isolation (vs. illness) threat to produce
higher solace for a meaningful film (H5b). We posed a final research question: Will
threat exposure also produce higher solace for a lighthearted film with nostalgic qual-
ities (RQ4)?
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Method

Participants

We recruited 940 White U.S. citizens from MTurk. Consistent with Study 2, we required
participants to have a 99%+ approval rating. To increase the likelihood that participants
would experience nostalgia in response to the lighthearted film (see materials below), we
restricted participation to adults between the age of 18–50. However, 32 participants
reported technical difficulties watching their assigned video, and two participants
failed attention checks. These exclusions resulted in a sample of 906 adults (Mage =
34.88, SD = 7.77; 52.2% female with eight non-binary participants). Participation lasted
30 min, and participants received $3.

Materials

We selected Pixar’s Toy Story (1995) as the lighthearted film because it received the
highest interest ratings of all family films in Study 2 (see Online Supplemental Table
S1). It was also the most familiar film in Study 2, with 89% of participants indicating
that they had seen it in the past. Moreover, research has shown that adults often experi-
ence nostalgia when watching movies that they previously enjoyed during their middle
childhood and up through their mid-twenties (Watts et al., 2020). For the current
study, we expected the average MTurk participant to be approximately 34 years old
(Arechar et al., 2017). Accordingly, participants would have been (on average) 8–10
years old when Toy Story was released, and the oldest participants would have been no
more than 25. For the current study, we created a 7-minute video using scenes from
the beginning and end of the movie. The opening scenes depicted the main character
(Woody) meeting and squabbling with a new toy (Buzz), whom he dislikes. The
ending scenes depicted Woody and Buzz overcoming their differences while racing to
catch their human owner (Andy), who lost the two toys prior to leaving home in a
moving van with his mother.

We selected Pixar’s Onward (2020) as the meaningful film. Similar to Toy Story,
Onward is an animated family film. However, the plot centers on challenging themes
of death and self-sacrifice. For the current study, we created a 7-min video using
scenes that reflected these themes. Specifically, a young boy (Ian) discovers he has
magical powers and attempts to resurrect his dead father. Ian botches the spell,
causing only the bottom half of his father to appear. Consequently, Ian and his
brother (Barley) seek out the materials needed to complete the spell. Along the way,
Barley recalls memories of their father, which saddens Ian because he is too young to
have such memories. However, he eventually comes to appreciate how Barley has
acted as his surrogate father for his entire life. At the end of the movie, Ian gives up a
chance to say goodbye to his momentarily resurrected father so that Barley can do so
instead. Overall, the film emphasizes the importance of moving past grief and appreciat-
ing life, which are themes that prior research has deemed useful for coping with mortality
threat (Rieger & Hofer, 2017).

In order to validate these stimuli, 74 White undergraduates (Mage = 20.18, SD = 1.96;
60.8% female) rated on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much) the extent to which
the videos elicited nostalgia (one item:M = 4.96, SD = 2.01), positive affect (composite of
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four items: happy, cheerful, joyful, upbeat; M = 4.63, SD = 1.71, ω = .95), and meaningful
affect (composite of four items: touched, moved, emotional, meaningful; M = 4.83, SD =
1.69, ω = .94). Analyses confirmed that nostalgia and positive affect were higher for Toy
Story than for Onward, whereas meaningful affect was higher for Onward than for Toy
Story (see Table 2).

Procedure

Data collection occurred in late May 2020. All participants were randomly assigned to
watch one of the three COVID-19 videos from Study 1. Participants were subsequently
assigned to the baseline control group or to one of two media exposure conditions (i.e.,
Toy Story vs. Onward). Participants in the baseline group completed measures of patri-
otism, whereas participants in the two exposure groups first finished their assigned Pixar
video before completing measures of patriotism, appreciation, and solace (in randomized
order). Consequently, analyses of patriotism included three conditions (i.e., baseline vs.
Toy Story vs. Onward) and more participants (n = 906) than analyses of appreciation and
solace, which included two conditions (i.e., Toy Story vs. Onward) and fewer participants
(n = 599). This design ensured an appropriate control group for analyses of patriotism
(i.e., baseline vs. extended delay).

Measures

Manipulation check
Participants who viewed the Pixar videos indicated on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 =
very much) the extent to which it made them feel nostalgic (M = 4.88, SD = 1.86), happy
(M = 4.93, SD = 1.56), and emotionally moved (M = 4.82, SD = 1.70). Participants also
indicated whether they had previously seen the movie depicted in the Pixar video
(53.4% said yes).

American patriotism
Consistent with Kosterman and Feshbach (1989), participants indicated on a 7-point
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) the extent to which five statements
described how they felt about America at that moment (e.g., “Right now, I am proud
to be an American”). Responses were averaged (M = 4.66, SD = 1.79, ω = .97).

Table 2. Validation of the film stimuli used in Study 3.
Toy Story
M (SE)

Onward
M (SE)

t-test
(df) Cohen’s d

Pre-test
Nostalgia 5.65 (.29) 4.15 (.33) −3.44** (72) .80
Positive affect 5.43 (.23) 3.69 (.26) −5.02*** (72) 1.17
Meaningful affect 4.21 (.27) 5.56 (.24) 3.73*** (72) .88

Manipulation check
Nostalgia 5.39 (.11) 4.37 (.11) −6.99*** (597) .63
Happiness 5.53 (.08) 4.34 (.09) −10.13*** (597) .83
Emotionally moved 4.18 (.10) 5.44 (.09) 9.72*** (597) .86

Note: **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Appreciation
Consistent with Oliver and Bartsch (2010), participants who viewed the Pixar videos
indicated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) the extent to
which three statements described how they felt about the video (e.g., “Watching this
Pixar video was meaningful”). Responses were averaged (M = 4.83, SD = 1.53, ω = .88).

Solace
Consistent with Rieger and Klimmt (2019), participants who viewed the Pixar videos
indicated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) the extent to
which three statements described how they felt about the video (e.g., “The Pixar video
took away some of my anxiety about the future”). Responses were averaged (M = 3.97,
SD = 1.67, ω = .91).

Covariates
Consistent with Study 2, participants indicated whether they were regularly complying
with a government-mandated stay-at-home order (81.7% said yes).

Results

Manipulation check

Analyses confirmed that nostalgia and happiness were higher for Toy Story than for
Onward, whereas feeling moved was higher for Onward than for Toy Story (see Table
2). Additionally, almost all participants (85.2%) who were assigned to watch Toy Story
indicated that they had previously seen the movie, whereas significantly fewer partici-
pants had previously seen Onward (21.7%), χ2(1) = 241.83, p < .001. Consistent with
the notion that nostalgia emerges as a function of prior exposure, a two-way ANOVA
revealed a significant interaction between film condition (i.e., Toy Story vs. Onward)
and prior exposure (i.e., yes vs. no) on nostalgia, F(1, 593) = 18.38, p < .001, η2 = .03.
Specifically, participants who watched Toy Story reported more nostalgia when they
had previously seen the movie (M = 5.69, SE = .11) relative to those who had not (M =
3.71, SE = .26), p < .001. For participants who watched Onward, nostalgia did not vary
based on prior exposure (Myes = 4.69, SE = .21; Mno = 4.29, SE = .11), p = .10. This same
interaction did not emerge in analyses of happiness or feeling moved.

Main analyses

All outcomes were examined using three-way ANOVAs. Factors included threat con-
dition (i.e., three levels: mortality vs. isolation vs. illness), stay-at-home compliance
(i.e., two levels: yes vs. no) and film condition (three levels for patriotism: baseline vs.
Toy Story vs. Onward; two levels for appreciation and solace: Toy Story vs. Onward).
Because age is sometimes associated with audience responses to nostalgic content
(Watts et al., 2020, Study 1), we included it as a covariate. Sidak corrections were used
to adjust for multiple comparisons.
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Patriotism
Contrary toH3a–c (and with regard to RQ2), there was no effect of threat condition or film
condition on patriotism. Specifically, threat did not influence patriotism in the baseline
condition (mortality M = 4.60, SE = .20; isolation M = 4.82, SE = .22; illness M = 4.74, SE
= .25), and participants in the baseline condition did not differ from those who watched
Toy Story (mortality M = 5.23, SE = .22; isolation M = 4.78, SE = .24; illness M = 4.58, SE
= .25) or Onward (mortality M = 4.87, SE = .24; isolation M = 4.59, SE = .21; illness M =
4.78, SE = .27). Only stay-at-home compliance emerged significant, F(1, 887) = 5.60, p
= .018, η2 = .01. Participants not complying with a stay-at-home order reported higher
patriotism (M = 4.96, SE = .14) than those who were currently complying with a stay-
at-home order (M = 4.60, SE = .07).

Appreciation
Film condition emerged significant, F(1, 586) = 43.79, p < .001, η2 = .06, such that
appreciation was higher for Onward (M = 5.33, SE = .11) relative to Toy Story (M =
4.29, SE = .11). There was also a significant interaction between threat condition and
film condition, F(2, 586) = 4.08, p = .017, η2 = .01. Contrary to H4a and H4b, threat had
no impact on appreciation among participants who viewed Onward. With regard to
RQ3, mortality (but not isolation) threat produced higher appreciation of Toy Story (p
= .044; see Figure 1).

Solace
Film condition emerged significant, F(1, 586) = 5.79, p = .016, η2 = .01, such that solace
was higher for Toy Story (M = 4.13, SE = .13) relative to Onward (M = 3.70, SE = .13).
There was also a significant interaction between threat condition and film condition,
F(2, 586) = 4.36, p = .013, η2 = .01. Contrary to H5a and H5b, threat had no impact on
solace for participants who viewed Onward. With regard to RQ4, Toy Story produced

Figure 1. The effect of threat condition and film condition on appreciation in Study 3.
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more solace than Onward for participants under mortality threat (p = .001) and isolation
threat (p = .038). There was no difference between films for participants under illness
threat (see Figure 2).

Study 3 discussion

Contrary to predictions, mortality threat had no influence on patriotism after threat
induction (i.e., baseline) or following an extended delay (i.e., movie exposure). One
interpretation of this result is that all three threats elicited the same amount of worldview
defense initially, yet both films failed to reduce defensiveness after an extended delay. We
are unable to definitively rule out this explanation because we did not include a no-threat
control group (as in Study 2). However, this explanation seems unlikely. Indeed, it is
unclear why all three threats would operate identically on patriotism, whereas mortality
threat would have a unique impact on other outcomes (i.e., appreciation and solace). A
second interpretation is that threat induction did not initially produce worldview
defense, yet both films succeeded in preventing worldview defense after an extended
delay. We are unable to definitively rule out this explanation because we did not
include a group of participants who engaged in a no-film delay task. Nevertheless, this
explanation also seems unlikely. Indeed, it is unclear why both films would successfully
defend against mortality threat, whereas only the lighthearted film would provide a sense
of comfort (i.e., solace) in response to that threat.

A more parsimonious explanation is that our threat induction failed to influence patri-
otism regardless of the delay interval used. Although this result contradicts the findings
of Greenberg et al. (1994), it is worth noting that our measure of patriotism differed from
past work. Specifically, we used a scale developed by Kosterman and Feshbach (1989),
whereas Greenberg et al. (1994) tasked participants with rating pro- and anti-U.S.
essays. Although this scale has been used successfully in other TMT studies (Bélanger

Figure 2. The effect of threat condition and film condition on solace in Study 3.
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et al., 2013), it is possible that directly asking participants about their patriotism elicits
socially desirable responses. However, other scholars using essay tasks have also failed
to replicate TMT effects on patriotism (Klein et al., 2019; Schindler et al., 2020).
Despite these issues, architects of TMT have noted that patriotism is a volatile topic in
the U.S. (Chatard et al., 2020), and any failure to replicate these effects might be a func-
tion of studying patriotism during contentious moments, such as the election of Donald
Trump (see Klein et al., 2019) or the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., the present
study). Future studies should aim to study worldview defenses that are less influenced by
“cultural zeitgeist” (Chatard et al., 2020, p. 2).

We obtained clearer support for TMT’s propositions in the results for appreciation
and solace, such that mortality threat modified participants’ entertainment responses.
However, these patterns departed somewhat from extant theorizing in the entertainment
literature (Perloff, 2016; Rieger et al., 2015). Specifically, mortality threat had no impact
on participants’ appreciation of a meaningful film (i.e., Pixar’s Onward), and it had no
impact on the degree of solace they derived from that film. Conversely, mortality
threat heightened perceptions of both appreciation and solace in response to a light-
hearted film (i.e., Pixar’s Toy Story).

With regard toOnward, it is unclear why participants failed to respond in the expected
ways. However, previous work suggests two possibilities. First, the influence of mortality
threat on appreciation is sometimes dependent on moderator variables (e.g., perceived
meaning in life), which we did not measure in the current study (Hofer, 2013).
Second, mortality threat does not enhance appreciation of movies that depict characters
succumbing to death (Rieger & Hofer, 2017). Although Onward does not depict the
deaths of any major characters (and it includes a brief resurrection), it is possible that
participants perceived Ian’s journey as one that emphasized the inevitability and perma-
nence of death rather than the value and meaning of life. Future research should compare
different depictions of death while also assessing relevant moderators.

With regard to Toy Story, the current results are best understood in light of the film’s
nostalgic qualities. Indeed, prior research demonstrates that nostalgic media has the
potential to confer a variety of existential benefits because it immerses people in joyful
memories of the past (Evans et al., 2020; Watts et al., 2020). The current results
suggest that mortality threat magnifies these responses, thus producing heightened per-
ceptions of both meaning and comfort. Future research should examine the specific
mechanisms that explain these effects. For example, nostalgic content might be well-
suited to offer solace in the face of mortality threat because it momentarily cocoons
people in the joys of an easier past. This possibility warrants investigation.

Drawing on Hart’s (2015) SSM, the current study also examined whether isolation
threat had a similar impact on entertainment responses as mortality threat. Although
both mortality and isolation threat enhanced solace for a nostalgic (vs. meaningful)
film, only mortality threat enhanced appreciation of that film. Consequently, the
effects of mortality threat were more consistent across outcomes than the effects of iso-
lation threat.

Undoubtedly, Study 3 is limited in its examination of only two brief excerpts of two
films. Although this approach is consistent with prior research in this domain (Rieger
et al., 2015), it limits generalizability. Future research should use longer stimuli and mul-
tiple exemplars within each experimental condition. Moreover, Study 3 did not include a
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non-nostalgic (yet pleasurable) control condition. On the one hand, this design was con-
sistent with extant theory. Specifically, entertainment theorists have previously predicted
(Perloff, 2016) and confirmed (Rieger et al., 2015) that mortality threat has no impact on
audience responses to lighthearted fare. By the same token, this design resulted from
certain financial constraints. Specifically, we collected data during the early weeks of
the COVID-19 pandemic, when access to funding at our university was restricted. Con-
sequently, we were constrained in our ability to recruit participants, which limited the
number of experimental conditions that we could include. As a result, we focused on
the comparisons that were most central to our research questions (i.e., meaningful vs.
nostalgic entertainment). However, future research could further inform these results
by also including a lighthearted control condition (e.g., an animated comedy).

General discussion

Collectively, the current results advance communication theory in two ways. First, they
illustrate the need for entertainment theorists to adopt a more expansive conceptualiz-
ation of meaningfulness. Second, they offer useful methodological insights for other com-
munication scholars who aim to use TMT in their research.

Theoretical insights

In studies of meaningfulness, communication scholars most often focus on the nature of
storylines and the mixed emotions they evoke (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010), rather than the
personal relevance of those stories to viewers. Although this limitation has long been
recognized and emphasized by entertainment scholars (Klimmt, 2011; Oliver et al.,
2018), it has rarely been investigated empirically. To some extent, this limitation is meth-
odological, since identifying lighthearted content that is idiosyncratically meaningful to
one person all but precludes it from being similarly meaningful to others. Nevertheless,
nostalgic entertainment experiences might offer a way to circumvent this issue.

Indeed, the current project joins recent studies (e.g., Watts et al., 2020; Wulf et al.,
2019) in demonstrating that nostalgia can be evoked by exposing participants to
popular entertainment from their youth (e.g., blockbuster movies). Therefore, this
approach offers a reliable way for researchers to identify content that is personally rel-
evant to a wide audience, which should facilitate additional research on the topic. A fruit-
ful theoretical framework for this research was recently introduced by Klimmt and Rieger
(2020). Specifically, biographic resonance theory posits that audiences derive meaning
from media content that resonates with their own life history. Although this theory is
framed around narratives (e.g., stories of hardship resonating with personal hardship),
it logically encompasses nostalgic experiences (i.e., re-exposure to beloved media reso-
nating with memories of that content). Accordingly, scholars should examine howmean-
ingful entertainment experiences vary depending on the type of resonance that occurs
(i.e., narrative resonance vs. nostalgic resonance).

The concept of solace provides a fruitful context for this work. Although few enter-
tainment studies have examined this phenomenon (Klimmt, 2011; Rieger & Klimmt,
2019), it seems particularly relevant at a time when society has been ravaged by an unpre-
dictable pandemic. The current results suggest that nostalgic entertainment experiences
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can provide solace in the face of such threats. However, it is notable that these threats did
not enhance audience interest in viewing popular content from the past (Study 2), even
though that content was well-suited to manage those threats (Study 3). Future research
should examine whether other threats function differently. For example, interest in older
content might increase when mortality threat sparks the desire to reminisce (e.g., the
death of a loved one). However, this reminiscence might generate painful juxtapositions
between the past and present (e.g., recognition of irredeemable loss) and thus serve as an
ineffective coping mechanism.

Methodological insights

Extant TMT studies often employ writing prompts as experimental manipulations, and
control groups frequently center on neutral (rather than threatening) topics (Burke et al.,
2010). This approach is especially common in the communication literature (Hofer,
2013; Rieger et al., 2015; Rieger & Hofer, 2017; Taylor, 2012, 2013). In the current
project, we elicited threat using videos depicting real news footage about COVID-19.
Given the ever-shifting nature of the pandemic, it is doubtful that these same videos
have much utility beyond the studies reported here. However, the current project demon-
strates the feasibility of validating stimuli that feature real existential threats for the
purpose of assessing theory in meaningful ways.

Indeed, the current videos were selected to test competing predictions derived from
TMT and SSM. Although certain results supported TMT, some caveats also emerged.
For example, mortality threat did not increase unconscious DTA in Study 1, it did not
influence entertainment preferences in Study 2, and it did not produce worldview
defense in Study 3. These null results emerged despite the inclusion of a no-threat
control group in Study 2 and longer delay intervals in Study 3. It is unlikely that these
results can be attributed to a failed manipulation of threat, given the significant effects
of threat that emerged in Study 3. Consequently, these findings echo other studies
where unconscious DTA has not increased following mortality threat (e.g., Naidu et al.,
2020), andwhere TMT effects have not replicated (Klein et al., 2019; Schindler et al., 2020).

Despite these issues, it is crucial to emphasize the results in Study 3 that were consist-
ent with TMT. Specifically, participants derived more appreciation and solace from Toy
Story when they watched it under mortality threat. These results suggest that mortality
threat had a unique impact on entertainment responses (Rieger et al., 2015). Conse-
quently, we do not believe that these studies function as a rebuke of TMT. Instead, we
believe they illuminate opportunities for theoretical refinement, perhaps by integrating
propositions from related theories. For example, SSM does not rely on DTA as an expla-
natory mechanism, and it situates mortality threat within a hierarchy of attachment
threats. Future research should continue comparing the predictive utility of these (and
other) models. Notably, these comparisons are more informative when mortality
threat is understood relative to other severe psychological threats, and when the
stimuli eliciting those threats are empirically validated (Hart, 2015).

Of course, we are not advocating for video stimuli to replace the use of essay tasks in
TMT research, and we are not arguing that video stimuli are inherently more useful or
more informative than essay tasks for testing the predictions of TMT. Both types of threat
inductions have their own strengths and weaknesses. For example, essay tasks that focus
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on personal mortality (i.e., one’s own death) are more effective at activating unconscious
DTA than stimuli that function as generic reminders of death, such as news reports about
the deaths of other people (Steinman & Updegraff, 2015). However, architects of TMT
have called for research examining how people respond to real-world mortality
threats, such as scary news reports (Pyszczynski et al., 2021). We believe that communi-
cation scholars are well-suited to make contributions to this type of media-focused
research. We also believe this approach is a useful complement to the approaches that
are most often reported in the TMT literature.

Finally, we would be remiss to conclude without addressing a crucial limitation of the
current project: the inclusion of only White U.S. citizens. Although this approach is con-
sistent with established recommendations for TMT research (Chatard et al., 2020; Klein
et al., 2019), it limits generalizability and contributes to a biased pattern of knowledge
production that prioritizes the perspective of White Americans at the expense of inter-
national communities and communities of color (Ramasubramanian & Banjo, 2020).
Consequently, future research requires more inclusive sampling.
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