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Abstract

Why do young people, espe-
cially young men, engage in
reckless driving despite the
fact that this behavior contra-
dicts the basic biological im-
perative of self-preservation?
Answering this interesting and
crucial question may lead to ef-
fective interventions. A series
of studies, based on terror
management theory, examined
the effects of reminders of
death on risk taking while
driving. The dependent mea-
sures were either self-reported
behavioral intentions of risky
driving or driving speed in
a car simulator. Findings

showed that mortality-salience
inductions led to more risky
driving than the control condi-
tion only among individuals
who perceived driving as rel-
evant to their self-esteem. The
introduction of positive feed-
back about driving eliminated
this effect. The complex role of
self-esteem in the process of
risk taking is discussed.
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Worldwide studies reveal that
driving is one of the most common
risky behaviors that may endanger
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life, particularly among young
people, and that car accidents are
one of the most common causes of
severe injuries and death among
young people (DeJong & Atkin,
1995). Most preventive programs
and media campaigns attempt to
make people aware of the potential
negative consequences of reckless
driving (e.g., physical injuries and
death). However, there are empiri-
cal and conceptual gaps in evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of these threat
appeals. These gaps seem to reflect
a lack of theoretical concern with
the motivational sources of reckless
driving, as well as with the psycho-
logical effects of threat appeals.
The most interesting question
seems to be related to the motiva-
tional basis of risky behavior: Why
do young people, especially young
men, engage in reckless driving de-
spite the fact that this behavior con-
tradicts the basic biological impera-
tive of self-preservation (e.g.,
Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczyn-
ski, 1997)? To begin solving this ap-
parent paradox, it might be useful
to introduce terror management



CURRENT DIRECTIONS IN PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE 197

theory (TMT) as a theoretical
framework (see also the article by
Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszc-
zynski in this issue).

SOME BASIC FACTS
ABOUT TMT

TMT deals with the possible ef-
fects of the awareness of one’s own
mortality on social attitudes and
cognitions, as well as on daily de-
cisions and behaviors (e.g., Green-
berg et al., 1997). The theory as-
sumes that the individual’s
awareness of his or her own mor-
tality could be manifested emotion-
ally in anxiety and terror. TMT
proposes two psychological
mechanisms that may help the in-
dividual in managing this terror:
(a) cognitive and behavioral efforts
aimed at validating the individu-
al’s cultural worldview, which al-
lows the individual to understand
and give meaning to the world he
or she lives in and thereby gain a
sense of value along with a prom-
ise for symbolic immortality, and
(b) cognitive and behavioral efforts
aimed at increasing self-esteem by
living up to those standards of
value endorsed by the individual’s
society and culture (e.g., Greenberg
et al., 1997).

In an extensive series of studies,
it has been shown that people pos-
sessing a high sense of self-esteem
or a strong conviction in their cul-
tural worldview exhibit relatively
low levels of anxiety-related feel-
ings and cognitions in response to
reminders of death (e.g., Greenberg
etal., 1993; Simon, Greenberg, Har-
mon-Jones, Solomon, & Pyszczyn-
ski, 1996). In addition, making
mortality salient enhances positive
evaluation of persons who uphold
one’s own cultural worldview and
leads to negative evaluation of
those who deviate from this world-
view or challenge it (e.g., Florian &
Mikulincer, 1997).

A question arises regarding the

theory’s ability to explain behav-
iors that may endanger life itself.
My colleagues and I conducted a
series of studies specially designed
to answer this question, and to
show how TMT can account for
risky behaviors, by focusing on the
mechanism for enhancing self-
esteem (Taubman — Ben-Ari, Flo-
rian, & Mikulincer, 1999, 2000). I
discuss those studies after briefly
reviewing the motivations for risk
taking in general and for reckless
driving in particular.

MOTIVATION FOR RISKY
DRIVING

Theory and research have pro-
posed that two basic motives un-
derlie the decision to engage in any
risky behavior: (a) the desire to
avoid or minimize potential loss
and (b) the desire to maximize po-
tential gains (e.g., Baumeister &
Scher, 1988; Lopes, 1993). Both the
objective chances of gains and
losses related to a risky behavior
and the individual’s subjective per-
ception of those gains and losses
may influence the individual’s de-
cision whether to engage in the be-
havior (e.g., Lopes, 1993). For ex-
ample, on the one hand, reckless
driving may entail the danger of
serious physical injuries and even
death, but on the other hand, it
may also be a source of excitement
and arousal and may involve the
benefit of social recognition. There-
fore, a person would tend to drive
in a reckless way depending on (a)
the extent to which the value of the
potential gain outweighs the value
of the potential loss involved in
such behavior and (b) the extent to
which the person tends to pay
more attention to possible gains
than to possible losses.

There is vast evidence that, es-
pecially for young people, reckless
driving may entail various benefits
for self-worth, such as increasing
the sense of mastery and compe-
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tence and improving social pres-
tige and acceptance (Evans, 1991).
Therefore, the need for self-
enhancement may lead people to
overemphasize the possible gains
involved in reckless driving when-
ever these gains could increase
feelings of self-worth.

TERROR MANAGEMENT
AND RECKLESS DRIVING

In a series of studies based on
TMT premises that people deny
their fear of death and manage this
fear by attempting to enhance their
positive self-esteem, my colleagues
and I (Taubman — Ben-Ari et al.,
1999, 2000) assumed that remind-
ers of death may increase the sub-
jective value of the potential gains
over the potential losses involved
in reckless driving. Therefore, we
hypothesized that among people
who perceive driving as relevant to
their self-esteem, a mortality-
salience induction (a procedure in
which research participants are re-
minded of their own inevitable
death) would lead to increased
reckless driving. We also hypoth-
esized that the introduction of self-
enhancing feedback after the mor-
tality-salience induction would
weaken the association between
mortality salience and reckless
driving. As a possible external
source for enhancing self-esteem,
such feedback may allow people to
defend against the terror of death,
and then may make unnecessary
the engagement in other defensive
activities, such as reckless driving.
In addition, we examined the ef-
fects of a mortality-salience induc-
tion that was less abstract and
theoretical than had been used pre-
viously: Although some of the par-
ticipants received the conventional
questions asking them to think
about their own death, others
watched a threatening short video
concerning the horrible conse-
quences of a car accident. We rea-
soned that such an appeal may
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remind people of their own vulner-
ability and mortality while driving,
and therefore may activate terror
management mechanisms.

We designed a series of six stud-
ies to examine these hypotheses,
using different manipulations of
mortality salience (writing about
one’s own death, answering ques-
tions on a fear-of-death scale,
watching a threatening film) and
employing two different measures
of reckless driving. In all the stud-
ies, participants (18- to 21-year-old
males, n = 695) completed a scale
assessing the relevance of driving
to their self-esteem, half the sub-
jects then underwent a mortality-
salience induction (the other half
served as a control group), and fi-
nally proneness to reckless driving
was measured. The proneness to
reckless driving was assessed by
either a self-report scale or driving
speed in a car simulator. The self-
report scale consisted of 10 short
scenarios of driving situations (e.g.,
“You are on your way back from a
pub. You drank two beers and you
are a little bit tired. You are driving
a car full of your friends, who are
shouting to you to speed up. What
do you think are the chances that
you will drive at 140 km/hr?”).
The car simulator, which was a
SEGA game machine with a built-
in monitor, was composed of a real
driving wheel, foot pedals for gas
and brakes, and a velocity meter. A
video camera was directed toward
the simulator monitor and re-
corded the velocity meter during
five driving trials.

In five of the six studies, mortal-
ity salience led men who perceived
driving as relevant to their self-
esteem to engage in more reckless
driving than men who did not per-
ceive driving as relevant to their
self-esteem. For the former, engag-
ing in reckless driving probably in-
volved the potential gain of self-
relevant positive outcomes that
might have increased their sense of
self-esteem. In contrast, for men

who did not perceive driving as
relevant to their self-esteem, this
effect of mortality salience was nul-
lified. The potential positive out-
comes involved in reckless driving
were presumably irrelevant to their
defensive efforts to increase self-
esteem. The observed effects of
mortality salience on reckless driv-
ing could not be explained either
by the participants” global self-
esteem or by social desirability bi-
ases (the tendency to present one-
self positively to other people).

The findings suggest that mak-
ing mortality salient might have
changed the subjective value of
risky driving among persons who
perceived driving as relevant to
their self-esteem. Although re-
minders of death may lead people
to search for courses of action that
may validate their self-esteem, the
perception of driving as relevant to
self-esteem may focus this search
on driving behavior. As a conse-
quence, people who perceive driv-
ing as relevant to their self-esteem
may overemphasize the self-
relevant gains involved in driving
(validating one’s sense of mastery,
improving social prestige), may
pay little attention to potential dan-
gers, and then may take more risks
while driving.

Moreover, giving participants a
positive evaluation regarding their
driving after the mortality-salience
induction eliminated the observed
increase in risky driving, even
among persons who perceived
driving as relevant to their self-
esteem. This feedback might have
fulfilled the original need for posi-
tive self-esteem created by the mor-
tality-salience induction, thereby
making unnecessary any further
self-enhancing behavior while
driving.

Interestingly, although the film
showing the car accident had a sig-
nificant impact on both self-
reported intentions to drive reck-
lessly and actual behavior in a
driving simulator, these effects
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were in opposite directions: This
threatening video seemed to lead
participants to report that they
would drive more carefully in hy-
pothetical scenarios, yet in fact they
drove less carefully in a simulator.
In any case, the film seemed to in-
fluence reckless driving only
among the men who perceived
driving as relevant to their self-
esteem. A possible explanation for
the different results obtained with
the different measures may be that
the film differed in some important
way from the reminders of death
used in most TMT studies. Beyond
making mortality salient, the film
may also have implied a social de-
mand for careful driving. There-
fore, people who perceived driving
as relevant to their self-esteem
could sustain their sense of self-
worth either by engaging in reck-
less driving or by conforming with
the expectations implied in the
film. In addition, when the men
were asked to report on their inten-
tions in hypothetical driving sce-
narios, they may have focused on
analyzing and judging the conven-
tional way to behave in these sce-
narios, and thus their responses
may have reflected mainly what is
expected in these scenarios. In con-
trast, when the men actually drove
in a simulator, they may have been
more preoccupied with the task of
driving and showing off driving
skills; therefore, they may have
been less susceptible to the social
demands implied by the film and
may have chosen to enhance their
self-esteem by driving recklessly.
Although the findings summa-
rized in this review can be ex-
plained within the TMT frame-
work, reactance theory (Brehm &
Brehm, 1981) may provide an alter-
native explanation. This theory at-
tempts to explain human behavior
in situations involving a threat to
perceived freedom, stating that
such a threat arouses a motiva-
tional state directed toward estab-
lishing the threatened freedom
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more securely. This motivation can
be evidenced in behavioral efforts
to reassert a threatened freedom,
such as rejecting a coercive attempt
at attitude change. It is possible
that the road-trauma film in the
current studies was perceived as
coercive by the participants, thus
leading to a boomerang effect, in-
creasing behaviors that this kind
of film is usually intended to re-
duce. This explanation, however,
cannot be applied as easily to the
other mortality-salience inductions
used, because when participants
were debriefed, they usually did not
acknowledge the relationship be-
tween the various studies’ measures.
Moreover, if reactance theory could
serve as a suitable explanation for
the current findings, it should also
be able to explain the fact that sub-
jects who did not perceive driving as
relevant to their self-esteem did not
react to mortality salience in the
same way. That is, if people react to
a threat to their freedom, implied in
the mortality-salience inductions, by
enhancing their willingness to take
risks, this should have been mani-
fested by all the participants in the
mortality-salience condition, regard-
less of whether driving was relevant
to their self-esteem.

A few limitations of the studies
should be mentioned. First, the
participants were young men, and
although the study of risky driving
is most relevant for this popula-
tion, future studies should assess
different age, gender, and cultural
groups. Second, the data deal only
with risky driving. Further re-
search should examine other risky
behaviors, such as drug abuse and
unsafe sex. Finally, the use of a car
simulator may have limited real-
life validity. Although a driving
simulator is more valid than self-
report measures of reckless driv-
ing, it still does not represent driv-
ing in real-life circumstances.
Further studies should examine
driving behavior in conditions in
which reckless driving may present

a real threat of death. Despite these
limitations, the present studies pro-
vide an important step forward in
understanding the impact that the
awareness of one’s existential condi-
tion may have on the psychological
processes underlying decision mak-
ing and risky behavior.

Further studies may assess the
impact of mortality salience on ad-
ditional risky mundane or extreme
behaviors. They may focus on rel-
evant individual differences, in-
cluding personality traits such as
sensation seeking and impulsivity.
They may also examine the role of
situational factors on the decision to
engage in risky behavior after expo-
sure to reminders of death, such as
the emotional state of the individual,
the presence of other people (e.g.,
peers vs. adults), or the context in
which the behavior is taking place.

Beyond their theoretical novelty,
the present findings have important
practical implications. They point
out the need to examine behavioral
reactions to media campaigns in-
stead of relying solely on people’s
self-reports about their reactions to
the campaigns. At the same time, the
findings emphasize the need to con-
sider specific target populations, be-
cause threats may have a boomer-
ang effect on certain groups. In light
of the findings, interventions using
threats to try to prevent risky behav-
iors should be further assessed for
effectiveness. Eliciting fear of death
may not necessarily be the appropri-
ate way to moderate or change risky
attitudes and behaviors.
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