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Abstract: Turbulent economies have caused many organizations worldwide to undergo “organizational death.” This 
experiment explored the effects of the salience of organizational death on teachers’ needs at work. 54 high-school and 
elementary school teachers were randomly divided into an experimental condition where participants were asked to imagine 
their organization (school) had to shut down and a control group. The two groups were asked to evaluate their needs at work 
immediately after this priming. The results show that priming organizational death salience led to a decrease in needs for a 
high salary, self-actualization and creativity at work. This experiment contributes to human resource management by 
highlighting the influence of the saliency of organizational death on employees' evaluation of work needs.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In recent years, crises in the global economy have 
infused a growing sense of uncertainty into the 
workplace. Entire organizations have increasingly 
been forced to close their doors (Erkama & Vaara, 
2010; Samuel, 2010). This phenomenon is often 
termed “organizational death” (Bell & Taylor, 2011; 
Blau, 2008; Sutton, 1987; Samuel, 2010) that can 
lead to the simultaneous layoff of millions of workers 
(Samuel 2010; Sverke & Hellgren, 2002). Between 
2000 and 2005, approximately 544,000 organizations 
in the U.S. closed their doors and ceased to exist 
(U.S. Bureau of Census, 2007, Table 744).  
 Despite the increase in organizational death 
worldwide, research has tended to focus on the 
coping strategies of employees who have experienced 
organizational downsizing and/or layoffs (Armstrong-
Stassen, 2004, 2005, 2006; Blau, 2008; Brockner et 
al., 2004; Paulsen et al., 2005; Uchitelle, 2006). 
However, scant empirical attention has been paid to 
the frequency and influence of complete 
organizational death on employees in the workplace 
as a whole, let alone the influence of organizational 
death salience on work priorities. Organizational 
death is probably the least studied of any growth or 
decline process within organizations (e.g. Hamilton, 
2006). The few articles related to such events have 
dealt with the process of grief after the death of an 
organization (Bell & Taylor, 2011), the antecedents 
of individual grieving stages during an anticipated 
worksite closure (Blau, 2008), the relationship 
between loss of legitimacy and the sudden death of an 
organization (Hamilton, 2006), or the mechanisms for 
minimizing the negative consequences of 
organizational death (e.g., Harris & Sutton 1986; Lee 
& Ronny, 2008; Marks & Vansteenkiste, 2008; 
Sutton 1983, 1987). Even less attention has been paid 
to the larger picture of how organizational death and 
its salience affect all those exposed (Wigblad, 
Hansson, Townsend, & Lewer, 2012).  

The motivational processes affecting individuals' 
direction, intensity and persistence toward goal 
achievement (Robbins & Judge, 2013) are often 
classified as either extrinsic or intrinsic (Pinder, 
2011). Extrinsically motivated behaviors are related 
to instrumental gain and loss (e.g., incentives, salary, 
work stability). By contrast, people engage in 
intrinsically motivated behaviors for their own sake 
(e.g., task enjoyment, self-actualization at work). 
Meta-analyses have shown that among extrinsically 
motivated behaviors, financial incentives are 
associated with higher performance (Condly, Clark, 
& Stolovitch, 2003; Jenkins, Mitra, Gupta, & Shaw, 
1998). Other studies have shown that intrinsic 
motivators can predict both the quality of 
performance (cf. Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter, & Taris, 
2008; Simpson, 2009) and performance in general 
(Christian, Garza, & Slaughter, 2011). In a recent 
meta-analysis, Cerasoli, Nicklin, and Ford (2014) 
found that with the exception of college 
underclassmen, the population-level relationship 
between intrinsic motivation and performance was 
positive across all moderators and that intrinsic 
motivation remained a moderate to strong predictor 
of performance regardless of whether incentives were 
present or not. 
In comparisons of extrinsic and intrinsic motivators, 
the findings show that individuals who generally 
enjoy their jobs tend to outperform those who do not 
(Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001). 
Intrinsically motivated individuals are also more 
likely to persevere on tasks (Grant, 2008). 
Nevertheless, the joint contribution of intrinsic and 
extrinsic factors to job performance apparently 
depends on several factors (Cerasoli et al., 2014). 
These authors reported that extrinsic incentives were 
present but only indirectly related to performance, 
and that intrinsic motivation was a better predictor of 
performance. When incentives were present and 
directly related to performance, intrinsic motivation 
became a poorer predictor of performance. Intrinsic 
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motivation mattered more for quality than extrinsic 
incentives and extrinsic incentives explained more of 
the variance in quantity performance criteria than 
intrinsic motivation. Hence when the dramatic 
experience of organizational death is made more 
salient, extrinsic motivators may be more powerful 
than more intrinsic ones and may prompt individuals 
to focus on the basic needs that are threatened, such 
as salary. 
Organizational death salience is likely to be 
experienced as an existential threat (Samuel, 2010). 
In such circumstances, people may primarily want a 
secure income if they fear that they are going to lose 
their main source of income in the near future. In 
addition, exposure to organizational death salience 
may catalyze cultural worldview defenses, as 
suggested by Terror Management Theory (Greenberg, 
2012, Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997; 
Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991; 
Pyszczynski, Greenberg & Solomon, 1999). People 
may prioritize salary more in such circumstances than 
other working goals since Western culture values 
money and culture serves as a terror management 
defense (Kasser & Sheldon, 2000). However, under 
such circumstances they may not want a high salary 
and simply will take any job to avoid being 
unemployed. Thus, it was hypothesized that priming 
of organizational death salience would cause 
employees to downgrade their evaluation of their 
needs for high salary, self-actualization and 
creativity. 
 
II. EXPERIMENTAL METHOD 
 
2.1. Participants 
Fifty-five individuals (14 men and 41 women, 
ranging in age from 25 to 59 (mdn = 40) and ranging 
in tenure from 1 to 28 years (mdn = 14.5) volunteered 
to take part in the study. All participants were 
working as teachers in elementary and highschools in 
Israel. All were working toward an MA degree 
geared at achieving job-oriented goals and would 
therefore be affected by obstacles such as 
organizational death that might threaten their job 
security. All the participants filled in the 
questionnaire; thus the response rate was 100%. No 
monetary compensation was provided.  
 
2.2. Material and Procedure 
Participants were invited to take part in a study of 
social psychology (in groups ranging from 10 to 18 
participants each time). They were told that they 
would complete questionnaires and were instructed to 
work through the packet at their own pace but in the 
order of presentation.  
Following a brief socio-demographic sheet, 
participants were randomly divided into two 
conditions according to two open-ended questions 
designed to prime specific thoughts. These questions 
have been used in previous studies (e.g., Greenberg et 

al., 1990, 1994, 1995) to examine the effects of 
personal death salience. For the purposes of this 
study, personal death salience was replaced by 
organizational death salience to manipulate the 
salience of organizational death. A control condition 
consisting of neutral salience (watching TV) was also 
tested. Participants in the organizational death 
salience condition received the following 
instructions: “Imagine that the organization where 
you are employed has failed and has shut down"; 
“Write down in detail what you think will happen to 
you if your current workplace has to shut down”; and 
“Describe in brief your feelings at the thought of the 
shutdown of your workplace.” As used in numerous 
previous studies (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1994) on 
TMT, participants in the neutral salience condition 
were asked parallel questions, replacing all references 
to death with “watching TV.” (“Write down in detail 
what you think will happen to you as you watch TV” 
and “Describe in brief how you feel when thinking 
about yourself watching TV”). In all the conditions, 
the questionnaire consisted of two items with a space 
provided below each one for one paragraph of 
response. Statistical analyses revealed that 
participants in the two conditions did not differ 
significantly in terms of socio-demographic 
characteristics (gender, age, tenure), or length of 
answer (number of words) to the probes.   
Following this manipulation, participants were asked 
to answer three questions about the perception of 
importance of one’s needs at work on a scale ranging 
from 1-8. The first contrasted the importance for high 
salary, the second for self-actualization at work and 
the third for creativity at work. 
 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The analyses examined the effects of organizational 
death salience on the importance of needs at work. 
An ANCOVA (organizational death salience, 
organizational crisis salience) was conducted on work 
scores as the dependent variables. There was a 
significant effect for organizational death salience (F 
(1, 50) = 7.70, p = .008, ηp² = .143). This was found 
after controlling for participants’ age, gender and 
tenure. The results revealed that organizational death 
saliency led teachers to downgrade  their evaluation 
of the importance of a high salary, self-actualization 
at work and being creative at work (aggregated score) 
than participants in the neutral (control) condition 
(see means in Table 1 and statistics in Table 2). 

 

 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations for needs as a function 

of Organizational Death salience 
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Table 2. F, p, and partial Eta squared values for the analysis of 

the importance of needs at work as a function of 
Organizational Death salience 

 
 
These results are consistent with the claim that when 
a basic need is threatened (i.e., the saliency of 
potential unemployment as a result of an 
organizational death saliency prime), it causes 
individuals to increasingly focus on those needs. This 
sheds light on the impact of organizational death 
saliency on needs at work. The findings suggest that 
exposure to organizational death saliency has a 
significant impact on employee’s needs at work. 
Employees who have been exposed to organizational 
death saliency and therefore their own job fragility 
tend to adjust their work priorities in a different way 
than those who have not been exposed or become 
aware of such an event.  
This study may provide additional insights into to 
how individuals may define their future needs at work 
(post-organizational death exposure). This may be 
due to the fact that people may strive for monetary 
gains since Western culture values money, and 
culture serves as a terror management defense 
(Kasser & Sheldon, 2000). This reasoning should be 
examined empirically in future research. 
One limitation of the current study is that it only 
examined immediate responses after the manipulation 
of organizational death salience. The lasting effects of 
such an experience should be empirically examined 
in future studies to further validate the results. 
Another limitation is that the study was based on an 
experimental design. It would be useful to examine 
actual cases of organizational death exposure and/or 
experiences on individuals’ work priorities both 
immediately as well as in the long term. Future 
studies should also examine whether organizational 
death affects other areas of life such as interpersonal 
relations, family relations, and education. Finally, 
future studies should also examine the actual 
behavior of employees after a prime, as well as the 
experience of an organization death event in addition 
to the self-report measures used in the current study.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This study provides empirical support for the impact 
of organizational death salience on evaluation of the 
importance of needs at work and shows that an 
organizational death prime led to a decrease in the 
importance of needs for high salary, self-actualization 
and creativity at work. This was found after 
controlling for demographic variables. The findings 
suggest a new direction for future examination of the 

phenomenon of organizational death to better 
understand individuals' motivations and the way in 
which individuals' emotions affect their behaviors in 
an era of frequent organizational demise.  
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