
current issues in personality psychology · volume (3), 4
doi: 10.5114/cipp.2014.46233

background
The aim of the study was to determine the values 
(Schwartz’s ten basic values) and sense of symbolic im-
mortality among non-religious adolescents.

participants and procedure
Participants were recruited from secondary schools in 
Gdansk and Gdynia.

results
The results showed that non-religious adolescents 
achieved higher results in the natural mode, and lower in 
biological-creative and religious modes. They also scored 

higher on universalism and self-direction subscales of 
Schwartz’s ten basic values. The results are discussed in 
the light of humanistic personal ideology and terror man-
agement theory.

conclusions
The cultural worldview that protects non-religious adoles-
cents against death anxiety seems to be more rooted in 
humanistic and individualistic values.
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background

The sense of symbolic immortality was introduced 
to psychology by the American psychiatrist Robert 
Jay Lifton (1974) based on observations of people 
who survived the nuclear attack on Hiroshima. He 
noted that no matter how “lifeless” they seemed, as 
a result of experienced trauma, they expressed the 
desire to connect their own lives with something 
that exceeds the duration of the physical self. The 
need for symbolic immortality is universal, but may 
be expressed in different ways, depending on the 
culture and individual differences. According to Lif-
ton (1979), the sense of symbolic immortality can 
be attained by five modes of experiencing: (1) bio-
logical – the sense that one is the continuation of 
past generations and that one will continue to live 
in one’s progeny; (2) creative – the sense that one’s 
work, and one’s personal influence, will live on so 
that one’s creative contribution to culture and soci-
ety will not cease after death; (3) natural – feeling 
of being a part of a universe that is beyond oneself; 
(4) religious – the possibility of transcending death 
through spiritual and religious attainment); and  
(5) experiential – the capacity to lose oneself in oth-
er elements of the human flow.

The question of how non-religious people cope 
with the knowledge of the inevitability of death be-
comes important in the face of cultural and socie-
tal changes that are observed in Western culture: 
privatization of religion, emphasizing the role of 
individual thinking and action, and development 
of consumer society. In addition to the strong in-
fluence of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland 
and declared religiosity, after 1989 there could also 
be observed an increase in the importance of in-
dividual freedom, erosion of social capital and the 
growing importance of materialism. Thus, it seems 
important to investigate the specificity of cultural 
values that are declared by non-religious people. So 
far, those questions have been formulated mainly 
in terror management theory (for review: Solomon, 
Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2000).

The sense of symbolic immortality moderates the 
effect of mortality salience on judgments of mor-
al transgressions (Florian & Mikulincer, 1998). As 
a result of mortality salience, people with a higher 
sense of symbolic immortality were less inclined to 
punish the moral transgressor. Thus, they do not 
defend their worldview in the way predicted by 
terror management theory. The sense of symbolic 
immortality works as a psychological resource that 
enables one to cope with the awareness of the in-
evitability of death. A  similar conclusion may be 
drawn from the work of Dechesne et al. (2003), in 
which encouraging participants to believe in an af-
terlife (literal immortality) resulted in them not be-

ing engaged in the defense of values. If literal and 
symbolic immortality are substitutable, it could be 
expected that non-religious people (in domains oth-
er than the religious one) will demonstrate a higher 
sense of symbolic immortality, because the belief in 
the immortality of the soul (literal immortality) is 
one of the strongest beliefs shared by Catholics in 
Poland (CBOS, 2009).

The values tested in this study are based on 
the circular model of Schwartz (1992), who dis-
tinguished ten core values: Universalism (social 
justice, equality, protection of the environment); 
Benevolence (helpfulness, honesty, forgiving); Tra-
dition (humble, devout, accepting my portion in 
life); Conformity (politeness, obedience, honoring 
parents and elders); Security (national security, so-
cial order, clean); Power (social power, authority, 
wealth); Achievement (successful, capable, ambi-
tious); Hedonism (pleasure, enjoying life); Stimula-
tion (daring, varied life, exciting life); Self-direction 
(creativity, curious, freedom). These values are lo-
cated in two dimensions: Self transcendence – Self 
enhancement and Openness to change – Conserva-
tion. 

The circular model of values has also been con-
firmed in a Polish sample (Cieciuch, 2013). Research 
on Polish adolescents (Cieciuch, 2013) showed that 
preference for security, self-direction and achieve-
ment increase, whereas preference for stimulation 
and hedonism decrease with age of respondents.

As Cieciuch (2013) noted, in Schwartz’s theory 
terminal values are considered as the real values 
that reflect beliefs or conceptions about ultimate 
goals of existence. Therefore, it can be assumed that 
attempts to imbue the meaning of one’s existence 
to transcend the physical finitude described by the 
construct of symbolic immortality should be linked 
to the preference for specified, trans‑situational and 
motivating goals. For example, it can be expected 
that a person with a stronger sense of symbolic im-
mortality in the experiential domain should also be 
more strongly motivated by values reflecting the 
search for sensations, pleasure or sensual experi-
ence (e.g. stimulation and hedonism). In addition, 
Schwartz’s theory of basic value and the construct 
of symbolic immortality share the assumption of an 
active role of the individual as a meaning seeker. If 
humans are inexhaustible meaning makers (Heine, 
Proulx, & Vohs, 2006), it should be demonstrated 
both in values and in a  sense of symbolic immor-
tality.

In addition, research shows that religious peo-
ple tend to favor values that promote conservation 
of social and individual order – power, security, 
conformity – and, conversely, to dislike values that 
promote openness to change and autonomy such as 
stimulation and self-direction (Saroglou, Delpierre, 
& Dernelle, 2004). However, it is not clear wheth-
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er a  reverse or similar pattern should be expected 
among non-religious adolescents in Poland. 

current study

On the basis of prior research and theoretical notions 
concerning religiosity, values and symbolic immor-
tality, I  assumed that values and sense of symbolic 
immortality may differ according to religiosity of 
young adults. I  assume the following hypotheses: 
(1) non-religious adolescents will score lower on 
religious mode of symbolic immortality; (2) non-re-
ligious adolescents will score higher on natural and 
experiential modes of symbolic immortality; (3) non-
religious adolescent will score lower on Conserva-
tion values and will score higher on Openness to 
Change values. The study design consisted of a cor-
relational study in which participants were asked to 
fill in questionnaires.

participants and procedure

participants 

One hundred and fourteen pupils (68 women,  
M = 16.90) participated in the study. Participants 
were recruited from secondary schools in Gdansk 
and Gdynia. Non-religious adolescents were recruit-
ed during ethics lessons (the alternative to Roman 
Catholic religion lessons in Polish schools). From the 
sample of ethics lessons’ students, some participants 
declared belonging to the Seventh Day Adventist 
Church or to Jehovah’s Witnesses and were removed 
from the final sample. Fifty-seven ethics lesson stu-
dents declared being agnostic or atheist. The control 
group consisted of 57 participants who declared be-
ing Roman Catholics. 

measures

The participants completed the following question-
naires:
1. �Polish version of Portrait Value Questionnaire 

(Schwartz et al., 2001). This questionnaire is com-
posed of 40 items that were designed to measure 
ten values (self-direction, stimulation, hedonism, 
achievement, power, security, conformity, tradi-
tion, benevolence, universalism). The participants 
indicated to what degree this person was similar 
to them, using a scale from: (1) not at all similar to 
me, to (6) very similar to me.

2. �Polish translation of the Sense of Symbolic Immor-
tality Scale (Matthews & Kling, 1988). The scale has 
not been adapted in Poland. This scale is designed 
to measure five modes of symbolic immortality: 

religious, natural, creative, biological, and experi-
ential. The scale consists of 30 items. Participants 
used a 7-point Likert response format.

results

sense of symbolic immortality

In the current study, a factor analysis with Varimax 
rotation yielded four main factors that explained 57% 
of the variance. The first factor explained 24% of the 
variance and included the six items that tap the bio-
logical mode and the six items that tap the creative 
mode. That is, at least in the Polish sample, the bio-
logical and creative modes were combined into a sin-
gle factor. Similar results with one biological-creative 
factor were obtained by Florian and Mikulincer (1998) 
in an Israeli sample. The second factor explained 13% 
of the variance and included the six items that tap 
the natural mode. The third factor explained 12% of 
the variance and included the six items that tap the 
religious mode. Finally, the fourth factor explained 
7% of the variance and included the six items that tap 
the experiential mode. 

Analysis of reliability of the subscales also shows 
satisfactory results, with Cronbach’s α .87 for the  
biological-creative mode, .91 for the natural mode, 
.82 for the religious mode, and .70 for the experien-
tial mode. 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that 
non-religious adolescents scored significantly higher 
in the natural mode of symbolic immortality and sig-
nificantly lower in biological-creative and religious 
modes – see Table 1.

values

One-way ANOVAs were conducted on each of ten 
values. The analysis showed that compared to the 
control group, non-religious adolescents scored 
higher on universalism, self-direction, and stimula-
tion (on a  trend level). As might be expected, they 
also scored lower on tradition – see Table 1.

correlational matrix

Analysis of correlation between sense of symbol-
ic immortality and values was conducted for each 
group separately – see Table 2. Among the non-reli-
gious group, the natural mode of symbolic immortal-
ity was linked to openness to change values (self-di-
rection, stimulation) and achievement, whereas the 
biological-creative mode was linked to conservation 
values and benevolence. No significant correlates 
were found for the religious mode.
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Among the control group of adolescents, similar to 
the non-religious group, the natural mode was asso-
ciated with openness to change values, as well as to 
achievement, power, benevolence and universalism. 
The biological-creative mode was, as in the non-re-
ligious group, linked to conservation values and be-
nevolence, but additionally to stimulation, achieve-
ment and universalism. Contrary to the non-religious 
group, the religious mode of symbolic immortality 
was significantly linked to conservation values (tradi-
tion, conformity, security) as well as to self-transcen-
dence values (benevolence and universalism).

discussion

According to Florian and Mikulincer (1998), biolog-
ical and creative modes of symbolic immortality are 
probably the most relevant way by which people in 
Western, secular societies attain a sense of continuity 
and transcendence (Lifton, 1979). In the light of the 
presented results, it seems that young non-religious 
Poles to the highest extent invest in the natural mode 
of symbolic immortality.

This kind of strategy can be specific and effective 
for adolescents, because in most ways, individual 
achievements and biological offspring are not yet 
available resources to deal with the knowledge of the 
inevitability of death.

The analysis also proved that while the control 
group adolescents’ modes of symbolic immortality 
are mostly associated with conservative values and 
self-transcendence, for the group of non-religious ad-
olescents these associations did not appear. Although 
most studies usually indicate the severity of conserva-
tive attitudes as a result of confrontation with existen-
tial anxieties (Landau et al., 2004; Landau, Greenberg, 
Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Martens, 2006), the natural 
mode, in which non-religious participants scored 
higher, was more closely linked to openness to change 
values. Conservative values reflect the preferences of 
order, a  stable world and resistance to change. It al-
lows one to imbue reality with meaning and structure 
in the face of awareness of the inevitability of death.

However, the non-religious adolescents demon-
strate a  mechanism similar to that described by 
Greenberg, Simon and Pyszczynski (1992), where 
participants in the mortality salience condition were 
more prone to adhere to important subjective values 
such as liberalism and tolerance. Probably the cul-
tural worldview of non-religious adolescents that 
buffers them against death anxiety is more rooted in 
humanistic and individualistic values. Adherence to 
values such as universalism, self-direction and stim-
ulation seems to reflect the humanistic personal ide-
ology (de St. Aubin, 1996). 

The results are also consistent with the analysis 
proposed by Koole and van den Berg (2004). Human- 

Table 1

Means of ten basic values and modes of symbolic immortality among non-religious adolescents and control group

Non-religious Control F p

Value

Self-direction 5.07 4.75 7.15 .009

Stimulation 4.65 4.29 3.72 .056

Hedonism 4.78 4.57 1.32 n.s.

Achievement 4.31 4.28 0.01 n.s.

Power 3.22 3.12 0.24 n.s.

Security 3.23 3.34 0.41 n.s.

Conformity 3.18 3.23 0.59 n.s.

Tradition 2.47 2.90 9.29 .003

Benevolence 4.56 4.43 0.84 n.s.

Universalism 4.42 4.06 4.63 .030

Symbolic immortality

Biological-Creative 55.57 60.38 4.40 .038

Natural 34.33 32.42 4.00 .040

Religious 12.17 19.49 23.76 < .001

Experiential 24.24 23.35 0.32 n.s.
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Table 2

Correlations between Sense of symbolic immortality and Structure of value among non-religious group of ado-
lescents and control group

Non-religious adolescents Sense of symbolic immortality

Biological- 
Creative

Natural Religious Experiential

Self-direction .01 .42** –.06 .18

Stimulation .03 .27* .03 –.01

Hedonism .06 .46** .13 .17

Achievement .08 .33* –.06 .16

Power .14 .21 –.00 –.12

Security .30 .05 .13 .11

Conformity .38** –.12 .00 –.04

Tradition .31* –.02 .25 .02

Benevolence .38** .04 .16 .09

Universalism .19 .11 .16 .62**

Control group

Self-direction .21 .28* –.16 .20

Stimulation .32* .60** .08 .20

Hedonism .07 .70** –.13 –.13

Achievement .43** .42** .06 .15

Power .18 .27* .10 –.08

Security .45** -.02 .50** .25

Conformity .40** -.07 .38** .21

Tradition .40** -.05 .52** .37**

Benevolence .47** .29* .28* .44**

Universalism .38** .26* .27* .53**
Note. *p < .050, **p < .010.

nature relationships are presented in terms of am-
biguity between fear and development. On the one 
hand, mysterious and unbridled nature elicits fear 
and arouses existential anxieties, while on the other 
hand, survival in a dynamic and changing environ-
ment requires openness to experience and develop-
ment of cognitive and behavioral skills. 

The presented results allow one to some extent to 
go beyond the opposition of the spiritual and material 
world in dealing with the knowledge of the inevitabil-
ity of death. If religion as well as pursuit of material 
goods failed to give objective meaning to existence, 
all one can do is to experience what life has to offer 
(stimulation, self-direction) and being aware of one’s 
interdependence with others and nature (universal-
ism, natural mode of symbolic immortality). The re-
sults obtained in the present study seem to confirm 
this kind of strategy among non-religious adolescents 
(see also: Landau, Greenberg, & Kosloff, 2010).
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