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People are often reminded of death—either due to natural or man-made causes. People are also social animals who are embedded in

their relationship networks all the time. Therefore, it is important to understand how people respond to mortality salience in the

context of relationship closeness. Our research demonstrates that people’s attitudes and intentions toward luxury goods depend on how

salient people are aware of death as well as how close people are connected with others. We expect that under mortality salience,

people with close relationships are less likely to consumer luxury goods than people with weak relationships.
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Undergraduate students from a major Hong Kong university were recruited to participate in the experiment. The students participated in the 
study in a group of 10-12 people. Participants in each group were randomly assigned to be either doers or perceivers. Doers were instructed 
to do some exercises and perceivers simply observe the doers’ behavior. The groups were randomly decided to be either synchrony group or 
non-synchrony group. In the synchrony group, all the doers were instructed to do the exercise synchronously; whereas in the non-synchrony 
group, all the doers were instructed to do the same exercise, but they were not instructed to do them synchronously. After this task, partici-
pants moved to a second task, in which they were asked to make several choices of different product categories. In each choice, they were 
presented with three brands, each with different market share. For example, in a typical choice, option (A) was preferred by around 65% of 
people, option (B) was preferred by around 25% of people, and option (C) was owned by around 10% of people. Participants’ choice were 
coded as 1, 2, or 3 depending on which option they chose (1 = brand with highest market share; 3 = brand with lowest market share). The sum 
of these numbers formed a uniqueness seeking index (the higher the score, the higher is the uniqueness seeking motivation). The results con-
firmed our prediction. Perceivers were more uniqueness seeking under synchrony condition than under non-synchrony condition. Conversely, 
doers were less uniqueness seeking under synchrony condition than under non-synchrony condition

Study 2 manipulated the perceived freedom of choices of the doers acting in synchrony with each other to detect the source of “synchrony 
reactance”. The study adopted a 2 (role: doer vs. perceiver) x 2 (choice freedom: forced choice vs. free choice) full factorial design. Similar to 
study 1, the students participated in the study in a group of 10-12 persons and were randomly assigned to be perceivers or doers. In this study 
all the doers were instructed to do the exercise synchronously. The doers were randomly assigned to the forced or free choice conditions. In 
the forced choice condition, participants were required to do the exercise synchronously. In the free choice condition, the participants were 
asked to choose from two tasks: the synchrony task, or an essay writing task in which they were asked to write an essay of about 500 words 
on “The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy.” All the participants in the free choice condition actually chose to do the 
synchrony task (which is identical to the one in the forced choice condition). Perceivers were either instructed that the doers were required 
to do the synchrony task, or that the doers chose to do the synchrony task. The measure of uniqueness seeking was identical to that in study 
1. Again, the results were consistent with our prediction. First, perceivers showed stronger preference for unique options than doers. Second, 
those in the forced choice condition demonstrated stronger preference for uniqueness than those in the free choice condition – this conclusion 
was true for both doers and perceivers. These results suggest that reactance due to threat to behavioral freedom was the process underlying 
such effects.  
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When One’s Death Awareness Involves Others:  
The Role of Relationship Closeness in Luxury Consumption

Shuoyang Zhang, Colorado State University, USA
Aditi Grover, Plymouth State University, USA

Death is a reality of life. While people are fundamentally aware of death, there coexists an inherent will to survive. Terror Management 
Theory (Greenberg et al. 1986, 1994) posits that people manage these conflicting thoughts (and associated emotions) to maintain order, con-
tinuity, and permanence. 

While research has shown that reminder of death or mortality salience can significantly impact human behavior (Niemiec et al. 2010), 
one’s awareness of death has never been investigated in the relationship context in terms of how one connects to others. According to evo-
lutionary theory, individuals do not so much attempt to ensure their own welfare and survival as to ensure the welfare and survival of their 
genes, which are collectively shared with others (Cialdini et al. 1997; Hamilton’s 1964). Therefore, one’s relationship with others inevitably 
plays a role when one has the awareness of death. 

The purpose of the current study is to examine how relationship closeness influences consumers’ attitude toward luxury goods when 
they experience death anxiety. Specifically, we propose: a) in general, people with close relationships are less likely to consume luxury goods 
than people with weak relationships; b) under mortality salience, people with close relationships are even less likely to consumer luxury 
goods than people with weak relationships. This study contributes to the literature by emphasizing the role of relationship closeness in luxury 
consumption under the condition of mortality salience. 

Hypotheses Development
Mortality salience has been found to induce intense feelings of anxiety and terror. To buffer against this death-related anxiety, people 

attempt to live up to their cultural values or norms there-by increasing their self-esteem (Greenberg et al. 1986) and value.  In fact, prior 
research has demonstrated that under conditions of mortality salience people are more likely to show preference towards high status (vs. low 
status) products (Mandel and Heine 1999). 
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When individuals experience a strong relationship, the perceived closeness could indicate relationship cues—kinship, friendship, simi-
larity, and familiarity—that signal relatively high genetic commonality (Rushton, Russell, and Wells 1984). They are less likely to be threat-
ened by the mortality salience due to the sense of gene overlap and continuity carried by the close other. Research has shown that when people 
feel close the other, the enhanced closeness could arise from attachment and perspective taking that causes the expansion of the self into the 
other (Aron, Aron, and Smollan 1992). Because their need for permanence is met by their connection with close others, they are less likely 
to rely on luxury consumption to maintain self-esteem comparing with people with weak relationships. More specifically, people in weak 
relationships are more likely to meet their need for self-preservation through more favorable attitudes and intentions towards luxury products 
(Mandel and Heine 1999).

METHOD
The experiment will use a 2 (mortality salience vs. control) * 2 (close friend vs. acquaintance) between-participants design. Participants 

are randomly assigned to one of the four experiment conditions using Qualtrics in a behavioral lab. 
Participants are told that the experiment session involves several unrelated studies. They are let to believe that the purpose of the first 

study was to understand their feelings about death. Following Greenberg et al. (1997)’s procedure, mortality salience is induced by two 
open-ended questions: “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in you” and “Jot down as specifically 
as you can, what you think will happen to you when you physically die.” Participants in the control condition answer the same questions 
concerning taking a difficult exam. Previous research has shown that mortality salience effects mainly occur after distraction from conscious 
thought about death (Greenberg et al 1994), therefore participant are asked to proceed to the next study, which intends to understand their 
interpersonal relationships. 

Following the approach of Starzyk et al. (2006), participants read one of the two sets of instructions that asked them to choose someone 
to focus on during the study. In the strong relationship condition, participants choose someone with whom they have a strong relationship, 
for example, a close friend. In the weak relationship condition, participants choose someone with whom they have a weak relationship, for 
example, a casual acquaintance. Participants are asked to indicate the chosen person’s initials, age, and gender, how long they had known the 
person, and the kind of relationship they had with the person. With this person in mind, they answer some questions that intended to measure 
the strength of the tie that they have with the chosen person, including the Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) scale (Aron et al. 1992), the 
adapted Subjective Closeness Index and the Relationship Closeness Inventory (RCI) (Berscheid, Snyder, and Omoto1989), and the Personal 
Acquaintance Measure (PAM) (Starzyk et al. 2006). 

Participants then precede to the last study to collect their product evaluations. While participants review a series of luxury products, the 
initials of their chosen person show up in the background to strengthen the manipulation of relationship closeness. Participants respond to 
three 10-point semantic scales to reveal their attitude about the product: bad/good, negative/positive, unfavorable/favorable. They also indi-
cate their likelihood of buying the product and recommending the product, each on a 10-point scale: very unlikely/very likely. 

CONCLUSION
People are often reminded of death—either due to natural or man-made causes. People are also social animals who are embedded in 

their relationship networks all the time. Therefore, it is important to understand how people respond to mortality salience in the context of 
relationship closeness. Our research demonstrates that people’s attitudes and intentions toward luxury goods depend on how salient people 
are aware of death as well as how close people are connected with others. 
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