
How does the inescapable conclusion of death influence people’s lives? 

The human level of consciousness is high enough that we are aware of our own mortality. Our 

knowledge that we will inevitably die does affect our behaviour as individuals and as a society. Some 

people come to terms with this inevitability at a young age, whereas others only start to think about it 

much later in life, commonly when observing others they know experiencing it. Some think that being 

aware of their own mortality has a positive impact on their lives, whereas others simply deny it until the 

day they die, mostly out of fear and it’s this fear of death that can be detrimental to the way some 

people lead their lives. 

One of the most dominant recent psychological theories (supported by studies undertaken in the last 

ten years) is Post-Traumatic Growth which explore a more positive outlook on the effects of coming to 

terms with our mortality. ‘Post-Traumatic Growth’ (PTG) is defined by Kanako Taku (an associate 

professor of psychology at Oakland University) as “When someone who has difficulty bouncing back, 

experiences a traumatic event that challenges his or her core beliefs, endures psychological struggle 

(even a mental illness such as post-traumatic stress disorder), and then ultimately finds a sense of 

personal growth.” This concept of people psychologically maturing and growing through traumatic 

experiences suggests that our knowledge of our mortality can be constructive and beneficial for us as 

individuals and as a society because rather than displaying TMT behaviour (which I will discuss later) or 

becoming depressed, PTG allows us to be proactive and change our lives for the better after a traumatic 

experience. The book “Facilitating Posttraumatic Growth: A Clinician's Guide” by Lawrence G. Calhoun (A 

professor of psychology at UNC Charlotte with a PHD and practices as a licensed psychologist) discusses 

the real-life example of a 48 year old man named Harold who had children (including a son named 

David) but barely payed notice to them since he led a party lifestyle. Harold was a borderline alcoholic, a 

regular smoker and was divorced after having poor family relationships. David died of an Asthma attack 

and Harold was naturally in a state of grief and sought therapy a few months later. It took Harold a 

number of sessions to start affecting his life, but it eventually allowed him to lead a healthier lifestyle 

and improve the relationships he had with his other children and family. The responses Harold had to 

the trauma he suffered from his son dying allowed him to constructively change his life, it’s a good 

example of an individual going through a traumatic event such as the death of a relative, but ultimately 

growing from it since it allowed them to accept their mortality which improves the way they lead their 

lives, such as Harold fixing his family relationships because he has come to terms with the morality of his 

loved ones. This example also allows us to understand that PTG is almost always a complicated process 

and usually requires introspection and sometimes even therapy, but ultimately accepting morality can 

positively impact people’s lives, like in the case of Harold.  

Another positive and very common response some people have in order to deal with their own 

mortality, is the desire to leave their mark on the world, they want to be remembered, leave a legacy. 

The primary way most people do this is through procreation, after all, we are genetically programmed to 

do this. This then allows the parents to pass on their experiences and their knowledge onto their 

offspring, they may even teach them about their family tree or ancestry. This allows individuals to 

transcend death because their children and their grandchildren possess knowledge about their families 

which, they too, will pass on. The desire to leave a legacy and be remembered is a very healthy one, it 

can provide sufficient motivation to spur individuals on, to accomplish more, to stay physically and 

mentally healthy, to focus on the present, and to maintain good relationships. This motivation to be 

remembered can be one of the most significant reasons why people do remarkable things in life, it can 



be why famous artists create truly unique masterpieces, because that piece will be remembered and 

along with it their name, it can be why people take risks to set up their own businesses and have their 

family’s name in the title. A famous quote regarding this topic by Kevin Costner goes - “We stand our 

best chance of leaving a legacy to those who want to learn, our children, by standing firm. In matters of 

style, hey, swing with the stream. But in matters of principle, you need to stand like a rock.” Ultimately, 

the desire to leave a legacy is a healthy one which many people experience when faced with their 

mortality. 

Some small studies have shown that when groups of people are told to think about their death and 

really try to imagine what they think they’ll go through and how their death will affect those around 

them, their behaviour can sometimes become more caring and considerate. For example, a small 

experiment conducted by the University of Essex took a few large groups of individuals and half the 

groups were instructed to contemplate their mortality in an abstract manner. Each group were told 

differing pieces of information regarding the supply of donor blood hospitals had. Overall, all the groups 

that were told to ponder their death possessed significantly higher numbers of individuals who then 

optionally took information about how they could donate blood, and all of this was regardless of 

whether they were told hospitals had a surplus or were in dire need. What can be concluded from 

studies such as these is that really thinking about our mortality can often bring out motivation within us 

to do, or at least consider, morally praiseworthy actions which can help others, such as donating blood 

to try and improve the health of strangers so it is a conversation topic that should not be ignored, but 

rather encouraged, due to its constructive nature. 

Another very dominant psychological theory surrounding this topic is ‘Terror Management Theory’ 

(TMT) which acts as an explanation as to why some people begin to display defensive behaviour, 

resultant from contemplating their own mortality, which can invoke fear and anxiety into these 

individuals in a very negative manner. It was originally proposed by distinguished psychologists Jeff 

Greenberg, Sheldon Solomon, and Tom Pyszczynski which were based on the ideas that were explored 

by Ernest Becker in his book ‘The Denial of Death’ - 1973. TMT is a defense mechanism which allows 

people, who are afraid of death, to believe that their life does matter. Usually by assigning some form of 

cultural significance to it such as ‘finding God’ and believing that the group they’ve bought into holds 

more value than the others on offer, Christianity over any other religion for example, when they’ve been 

diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. This defensive behaviour allows people to certify their self-

importance and shield themselves from their deep fear of living an unimportant life, only to be 

ultimately ceased by death. This ‘deep existential anxiety’, which is essentially a neurosis, can be 

possessed by young people because they don’t want to die young, and they feel that they could 

accomplish so much more before they reach their inescapable conclusion, as well as the old who are 

coming to terms that they are mortal and their days are numbered. This mindset can be adopted by 

anyone for any reason and it’s one of the biggest explanations as to why people abruptly join religions 

and cults in the middle of their lives, it’s due to an abrupt fear of death and insignificance. An example of 

this would be a mid-life crisis where an individual experiences a trigger, such as being fired, and spirals 

into depression, then joins a religion, in a futile attempt to find meaning to their life – which lots of 

religions lean into pretty hard. 

Religions and cults can attract followers because they claim to provide answers to questions that science 

can’t. The following quote is from the ‘Official Church of Scientology’ website: “Developed by L. Ron 

Hubbard, Scientology is a religion that offers a precise path leading to a complete and certain 



understanding of one’s true spiritual nature and one’s relationship to self, family, groups, Mankind, all 

life forms, the material universe, the spiritual universe and the Supreme Being.” Just from reading this, 

it is obvious that Scientology is directly claiming that it has the answers to any questions you could ask, 

whether they be about life itself or what happens after death. Empirical science can’t answer many of 

the questions Scientology can, this can be a simple factor that leads some individuals to become 

followers. There are an overwhelming number of reasons behind why people feel the urge to join cults 

and religions but most of them stem from questioning our mortality and our significance, especially if 

our fate is to ultimately die. The answers that religions and cults have are very effective at telling these 

individuals what they want to hear, which is usually that we are very significant, we can learn the true 

meaning behind the world and that death isn’t the end. In the case of Scientology, “Man is an immortal 

spiritual being. His experience extends well beyond a single lifetime. His capabilities are unlimited, 

even if not presently realized.” This quote shows exactly how their one ‘true’ belief system provides 

followers with the ability to feel important and need no longer fear death. Ultimately, religions and cults 

are communities which empower their followers and provides a belief system that contradicts all 

empirical science and knowledge in order to reassure followers that they don’t need to come to terms 

with morality, because they’re not mortal. They enable people to deny their mortality, and that’s what 

some people would rather do than accept it, but this ignorance isn’t necessarily bad for us, it’s just not 

constructive. 

Different professions can have a significant impact on people’s response to mortality, because jobs 

affect people’s mental wellbeing and shape their outlook on life. For example, individuals in the 

Veterinarian profession have to spend a significant portion of their time putting down animals, at the 

request of the owners. It's also fairly likely that individuals in the profession got into it because they 

liked animals and wanted to be part of a profession where they could treat them, make them feel better 

and generally be around them. However, the suicide rate for veterinarians is 3.5 times higher than a 

member of the general public in the UK, and are far more likely to seek psychiatry. This is most likely due 

to how they join the profession because they want to be happy and they like animals, but they spend a 

large amount of time seeing the animals in significant pain, dying under their supervision, and even 

having to put them down themselves. Being in a profession where you have to constantly be surrounded 

by death can definitely take its toll. It can leave individuals questioning the point of life if it always ends 

the same way, with death. It can leave individuals in a state of depression, and it can even drive some to 

commit suicide. This is due to a multitude of reasons, but coming to terms with our morality is no easy 

feat and it can drive people insane, especially when constantly confronted with the inescapable 

conclusion of the life of any, and every, animal there is. Dealing with death, whether it be that of a pet 

or a family member, is never easy for anyone, no matter how experienced that individual is with dealing 

with it. No matter the extent of resilience one has, seeing death can throw people off, even if they’ve 

thought long and hard about mortality in a constructive manner with the intention to use it as 

motivation to lead their life. So, individuals who witness death in their profession regularly, may still 

experience struggles with their mental health and their behaviour and attitude towards life will evolve, 

along with their character and willpower. These constant reminders of mortality are difficult to be dealt 

with and can lead to some negative outcomes, such as depression or suicide. 

Somewhat similar to veterinarians, veterans who’ve been on the front lines and experienced war and 

the many life-threatening situations that come with it, as well as anti-terrorist police units and homicide 

detectives, can all have trouble dealing with their mortality. This is predominantly due to either a form 



of trauma (PTSD for example) or unresolved opinions regarding the deaths they’ve witnessed. The 

trauma’s experienced can lead to Terror Management Theory and a multitude of other psychological 

issues which negatively impact the mental health, behaviour and overall outlook of these individuals. 

Whereas the inability to confront morality after seeing dead bodies and witnessing others mourning 

(having unresolved perspectives on death they’ve been involved in) can lead to denial and skewed 

perceptions of our morality. Individuals who are in professions such as the military, the police force, 

veterinarians, prison wardens, are all more likely to experience a form of trauma within their profession 

because of what their duties entail than in other job industries. It is important for individuals who are a 

part of these professions to seek the appropriate treatment regarding these issues, otherwise they may 

never come to terms with their mortality and become a psychopath who doesn’t understand emotion as 

a coping mechanism, or become suicidal, depressed or the plethora of other negative consequences 

that can arise. 

People diagnosed with life threatening illnesses can become more risk-averse and begin to make the 

most of their time they have left to live by pursuing happiness, but the likelihood of people who are 

born with life-limiting conditions of having this reaction to coping with their mortality is significantly 

diminished. For example, cystic fibrosis is a disease that people are born with, and the current average 

life expectancy in the US of an individual with cystic fibrosis is 37.5 years as opposed to the 78.7 for the 

average citizen. This far lower life expectancy, along with the painful symptoms of the disease, can lead 

individuals who have it to come to terms with morality much quicker since they are essentially forced to 

understand they’re living with a very life-threatening condition from an early age. Along with some life-

limiting conditions, come the inability to live an ignorant life when it comes to dealing with one’s own 

death. Individuals who grow up with life-limiting conditions such as cystic fibrosis are usually more 

emotionally resilient and have stronger coping mechanisms, mainly due to the physical hardships 

they’ve undergone through life. Physical and mental health definitely go hand in hand with one another, 

in this instance, the poor physical health these conditions directly cause can indirectly cause mental 

health issues. In this case, individuals who have these conditions are undoubtedly going to experience 

battles with both their mental and physical health and despite their experience, they can be 

overwhelmed and experience issues such as low mood or anxiety, or difficulties coping with health 

issues or treatments. So, although these individuals usually aren’t stuck in denial, they usually have 

much more difficulties with their mental health and are more prone to depression, rather than a 

proactive attitude. Helen Oxley is a clinical consultant and cystic fibrosis psychologist and she “provides 

a wide-ranging psychological therapy service to patients at all stages of cystic fibrosis and works to 

optimise psychological care for people with cystic fibrosis.” Thus, there are support systems in place to 

combat these persistent problems, but people born with a limited life expectancy recognise their 

mortality quicker and may struggle to deal with it constructively. 

Different cultures have different beliefs regarding mortality. Most western societies are predominantly 

atheistic, Christian, Jewish and have a few other cultural belief systems. But all 54 countries in Africa, for 

example, have countless unique tribes and communities, all with differing cultural belief systems that 

possess conflicting theories behind the spiritual nature of humanity. Most estimates say that only 16% 

of the people on Earth are atheist, which means the other 84% likely believe in some form of life after 

death, or at least have trouble swallowing the traditional belief that humans are mortal and the end 

result of life is simply death. There's even differing cultural beliefs within the same culture, such as how 

in Mexico, there’s a ‘Día de Muertos’ where some celebrate the lives the dead had and others, within 



the same culture, celebrate their death because they get to be in an afterlife. The vast number of 

different cultural beliefs surrounding the topic of mortality is unquantifiable and they don’t just vary on 

location. For example, Westerners predominantly believe in a Christian afterlife or no afterlife at all and 

some Indian and other Asian cultures believe in reincarnation and hold Buddhist beliefs, but they also 

vary during time periods, such as how the current biggest religion in the world is Islam. Therefore the 

biggest afterlife belief right now is that of Akhira (that Allah decides when people die and there is a Day 

of Judgement named Yawm al-din and some get into heaven, known as Jannah, which possesses seven 

levels). The most dominant belief system in 4000 BCE was Ancient Egyptian mythology where there 

were beliefs in an underworld, eternal life, and rebirth of the soul. Ultimately, the mere observation that 

cultures vary and evolve over time lead me to believe they are unsatisfactory and imperfect and 

therefore not as constructive as accepting mortality and attempting to let it impact your lifestyle. 

Ultimately, the ability for humans to be aware of their mortality can serve as both beneficial and 

detrimental to society, groups and individuals. It is our response to knowing that everyone, including 

ourselves, is going to die that is what affects our mentality, behaviour, decision making and overall 

mental health in a positive or negative manner. Traumatic experiences (e.g. Childhood trauma), 

professions where death is a component (e.g. veterinarians), being born with life-limiting conditions 

(e.g. cystic fibrosis), and the fear of death, can all contribute to negative mental health, depression and 

anxiety because of the resulting and unhealthy behavioural and decision making responses to them 

which all revolve around our struggles with morality and these issues bring out our responses. Whereas 

spending an extended period of time contemplating our morality, being a part of a culture (e.g. being 

raised in an African tribal culture that strongly believe in life after death), being a follower of a religion 

or cult and desiring to leave a legacy after death, can all cause somewhat healthier responses to dealing 

with our mortality, such as making people manage their time more efficiently to be more productive and 

achieve more of their aspirations. I believe that understanding and coming to terms with mortality at an 

early age can have a very positive impact on people’s mental health later in their lives and it should be a 

topic that is explored rather than ignored. Most negative impacts resulting from coming to terms with 

morality are resultant from being in denial about it for such a long time, and if we can teach future 

generations to accept it when they are young and teach them how to use their fear of death 

constructively, then the negative impacts it has on them will likely be reduced. 
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