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To the Editor: On November 13, 2015, marauding gunmen and
suicide bombers attacked the multicultural central district of Paris
and its northern suburb St Denis, killing 130 people. The question
arises whether, as often proclaimed in popular media, such an
event has a potential to exert long-term psychological impact on
the larger population.1 We suggest that a mental health influence
of terror on the population at large would emerge through changes
in people’s perceptions of a just versus unjust world, mortality
salience, and concomitant sense of safety. The influence of these
constructs on psychological distress and posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) symptoms following terror attacks are not often
examined in the psychiatric literature.
Method. Four weeks after the November 2015 mass attacks
(week of December 13, 2015), 2,612 participants were sent a web
link to the survey; 1,878 of them passed a validation question and
subsequently participated fully in the study (response rate = 72%).
The sample was drawn from an existing panel using random
stratified sampling methods and included respondents from
across France, using weights for key demographic elements (age,
gender) that were compared with French census information to
create a reliable approximation of a representative sample (mean
age = 41.1 years [SD = 10.8]; 54% women [n = 1,005]; 35.6% with
a marital status of single [n = 668]). This online panel was used
previously, after the Charlie Hebdo terror attack in Paris.2,3 The
study was approved by the institutional review boards at Ariel
University (Ariel, Israel) and Warwick University (Warwick,
United Kingdom).
Perceptions of Unjust World were measured by the 5-item
unjust world scale.4 Each item was rated on a scale with 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The items are summed with higher
score indicating greater belief in an unjust world (α = 0.75).
Mortality salience was measured by the following item: “To what
extent have the recent attacks in Paris changed how you think
about your own death?” (1 = a great deal less to 5 = a great deal
more, with scores of ≥ 4 representing high mortality salience).
Sense of safety was measured by item 8 from the WHO Quality

Following the November 2015 terror attacks in Paris, French
people who perceived the world as unjust, thought more about
their own mortality, and felt less personal safety were more likely
to exhibit poorer mental health. These results build onto previous
studies documenting the importance of changes in psychological
beliefs following terrorist attacks.8
The study’s limitations are the use of cross-sectional design and
lack of previous measurement of mental health, which precluded
examination of causality, as well as possible web-based response
bias.
Clinicians should be cognizant that after terror attacks, their
clients’ perceptions of the world as being unjust and having higher
awareness of mortality and lower sense of safety may take a toll on
their mental health.

Table 1. Psychological Reactions Associated With Psychological Distress and PTSD Symptoms
Following the November 2015 Paris Terror Attacks (N = 1,878)

Step 1
Age (years)
Female
Currently single
Step 2
Age (years)
Female
Currently single
Unjust world perceptions
Mortality salience
Sense of safety

Mean

SD

41.1

10.8

14.9

3.6

n

%

Elevated Psychological
Distress
Odds Ratio
95% CI

Endorsed PTSD
Symptoms
Odds Ratio
95% CI

1,005 53.5
668 35.6

0.99
1.74***
1.04

0.98–1.01
1.27–2.38
0.76–1.43

0.99
1.12
1.26

0.98–1.00
0.86–1.45
0.95–1.67

482 25.7
673 35.8

1.00
1.55**
1.09
1.19***
2.46***
0.36***

0.98–1.01
1.11–2.15
0.78–1.52
1.14–1.25
1.78–3.40
0.23–0.56

1.00
0.95
1.34
1.16***
2.65***
0.34***

0.98–1.01
0.72–1.25
0.99–1.81
1.11–1.20
2.00–3.52
0.23–0.49

**P < .01.
***P < .001.
Abbreviation: PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder.

For reprints or permissions, contact permissions@psychiatrist.com. ♦ © 2017 Copyright Physicians Postgraduate Press, Inc.

J Clin Psychiatry 78:3, March 2017

360

It is illegal to post this copyrighted PDF on any website.

5

≥ 4 indicating high sense of safety).
Psychological distress was measured by the 6-item Kessler’s
K6,6 with scores of ≥ 13 signifying elevated psychological distress
criterion (α = 0.91). Endorsement of PTSD symptoms was
measured by the proposed ICD-11 PTSD symptoms criteria.
Each item was rated on a 5-point rating scale (1 = not at all to
5 = extremely). Each item that was answered with a score ≥ 3
represented a positive symptom rating. At least 1 symptom from
each cluster must be positive for endorsement of PTSD (at least
3 symptoms).7
Results. The findings revealed that 10.2% (n = 191) of the
sample met elevated psychological distress (K6 score ≥ 13), and
14.1% (n = 264) endorsed PTSD symptoms criteria. The 2-step
logistic regressions (adjusted for demographics), measured by OR
(95% confidence interval [CI]), showed that elevated psychological
distress was significantly associated with higher perceptions of
unjust world (1.19 [1.14–1.25]), higher mortality salience (2.46
[1.78–3.40]), and lower sense of safety (0.36 [0.23–0.56]) (Table
1). Similar results were found for the association of endorsed
PTSD symptoms with higher perceptions of unjust world (1.16
[1.11–1.20]), higher mortality salience (2.65 [2.00–3.52]), and
lower sense of safety (0.34 [0.23–0.49]). Both models were found
to be significant using the omnibus test for psychological distress
(χ26 = 219.621, P < .0001) and for endorsement of PTSD symptoms
(χ26 = 165.197, P < .0001).
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