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     17     Adolescents’ Social Development 
and the Role of Religion  
  Coherence at the Detriment of Openness     

    Vassilis   Saroglou    

   Abstract 

 Previous reviews of research conclude that, overall, adolescents’ religiosity 
is linked with many positive individual and social outcomes. Only negative 
forms of religion would imply negative outcomes. In the present chapter, 
such a conclusion is importantly nuanced. I systematically review here pre-
vious studies and present new data on the relation between religiosity (major 
forms of it) and key aspects of adolescents’ social development: personality, 
values, identity status, and collective (ethnic and immigrants’ new) identi-
ties. Attention is paid to provide cross-cultural information, when available. 
In addition, I present a new study integrating the cognitive, emotional, per-
sonality, and moral factors involved with religious doubting in adolescence. 
Consistently across studies and domains of social development, the fi nd-
ings are in favor of the “coherence at the detriment of openness” hypoth-
esis. Adolescent religion seems to refl ect stability, conservation, engagement, 
and cohesion, but potentially somehow at the detriment of plasticity, open-
ness, exploration, and autonomy – all important for optimal development. 
Complementing others’ argument that adolescence is a “sensitive” period for 
spiritual development, I argue that adolescence is also a “sensitive” period for 
religious doubting and agnosticism.    

Adolescents’ Social Development and the Role of Religion: 
Coherence at the Detriment of Openness 

 What role does religion play in adolescents’ social development? More spe-
cifi cally, how does individual religiousness relate to or infl uence adolescents’ 
personality, values, personal and collective identities, and social relation-
ships? In recent years, several overviews of studies on the role of religion 
and spirituality on child, adolescent, and youth development in general have 
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been published (for major overviews, see Lerner, Roeser, & Phelps,  2008 ; 
Oser, Scarlett, & Bucher,  2006 ; Roehlkepartain, King, Wagener, & Benson, 
 2006 ; see also Boyatzis,  2009 ; Holden & Vittrup,  2010 ; King & Roeser,  2009 ; 
Scarlett & Alberts,  2010 ; Warren, Lerner, & Phelps,  2011 ). Th e major con-
clusion consistently observed from these reviews is that, overall, religion/
spirituality has a positive impact on many aspects of adolescent and youth 
development including meaning, identity, values, prosocial attitudes and 
behavior, social responsibility, life goals, adjustment, coping with adversity, 
emotion- and self-regulation, and healthy behaviors (low risk-taking and 
impulsivity-related behaviors). A very recent meta-analysis   of 40 studies 
confi rmed that the religious involvement of adolescents is positively associ-
ated with various constructive behaviors and negatively associated with var-
ious destructive behaviors (respective average eff ect sizes,  Zs  = .20 and -.17; 
Cheung & Yeung,  2011 ). Although most of these reviews are, by the nature 
of the existing literature, heavily based on cross-sectional and correlational 
studies, when longitudinal studies are available, they tend to confi rm the 
trends in the fi ndings (see, for instance, French, Eisenberg, Purwomo, & 
Sallquist,  Chapter 6  in this volume). 

 In the present chapter, the conclusion regarding the positive role of reli-
gion/spirituality in the life of adolescents will be nuanced and, in a way, 
challenged. Th e argument that will be developed is that the positive out-
comes or correlates of religiousness in adolescents’ social development 
are limited. Th ey point to a sense of coherence and stability, but constitute 
only part of the picture. In fact, adolescents’ religiousness does not seem to 
refl ect or contribute to the major trends of optimal development such as 
openness, autonomy, critical thinking, fl exibility, and pluralism. 

 To support this argument, I will review the empirical research on the role 
religion plays with regard to four specifi c domains, each important for ado-
lescent social development: (1) personality (integrative framework of the 
Five-Factor Model  ), (2) values (Schwartz’s 1992 circumplex model of val-
ues), (3) personal identity (Marcia’s 1980 model of identity statuses), and (4) 
collective identities (ethnic and transnational identities, and, for immigrant 
adolescents, origin and new identities). Th is review will be importantly, but 
not exclusively, based on studies (primary studies and meta-analyses) car-
ried out in recent years in our laboratory. Th e review of domains (1) and (2) 
will be partly based on existing meta-analyses (Saroglou,  2010 ; Saroglou, 
Delpierre, & Dermelle,  2004 ), but new data will also be presented (e.g., from 
the European Social Survey   and a study on children’s values and religion). 
Th e review of domains (3) and (4) is totally new. Moreover, a new study 
will be presented that explores an additional domain, that is (5) – religious 
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Adolescents’ Social Development 393

doubt and the way it can be understood with respect to optimal adolescent 
development. Finally, in the conclusion, the major fi ndings and the global 
argument from this review chapter will allow us to revisit the issue of pos-
itive versus negative eff ects of religion in adolescent social development. 
Suggestions for directions of future research will also be made.  

        Religion, Spirituality, and Universal Existential and 
Moral Issues: Clarifi cations 

 Before examining the main issues of the present chapter, it is important to 
defi ne and clarify the constructs of religion and spirituality and their con-
nection with, and distinction from, the universal human tendencies to deal 
with existential and moral issues. 

 Th ere exists today some consensus among researchers that religion 
(or religiosity) and spirituality are overlapping but distinct constructs 
(Zinnbauer & Pargament,  2005 ; see also Flanagan, & Jupp,  2007 ). Empirical 
research has shown that religiosity and spirituality, despite several com-
monalities, diff er in many psychological characteristics, predictors, and 
outcomes (Saroglou & Mu ñ oz-Garc í a,  2008 ; Saucier & Skrzypi ń ska,  2006 ). 
Religiosity is individuals’ reference to (what they consider to be a) tran-
scendence through beliefs, rituals, moral norms, and/or community, some-
how regulated by an institutionalized authority. Spirituality is individuals’ 
reference to (what they consider to be a) transcendence through personal 
beliefs, experiences, and/or moral attitudes that may be independent from 
any authority or organized group (Saroglou,  2011 ). However, within the 
context of organized religions, spirituality has been considered a part of 
religion (in addition to other aspects such as theology, rituals, and ethics). 
Th is is why the two constructs are still treated sometimes as interchange-
able. Nevertheless, for the sake of scientifi c rigor and clarity of communica-
tion, it is important to keep the distinction between (traditional) religiosity 
and (modern) spirituality, at least when referring to modern societies that 
encourage sacred experiences that are autonomous from religious institu-
tions. Indeed, although many people defi ne themselves as “religious and 
spiritual,” an increasing part of Western populations defi ne themselves as 
“spiritual, not religious.” 

 In the present chapter, the emphasis will be on the roles of religion and 
religiosity rather than on the role of (new forms of) spirituality in adoles-
cent development. Th is is for two reasons. First, in the domain of adolescent 
development, most research has been carried out in religious contexts on 
adolescents who have most oft en received religious socialization in their 
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family or community in connection with some kind of religious institution 
and tradition. “Spiritual but not religious” adolescents constitute an emerg-
ing reality that will very likely be increasingly present. Studies on the role 
of (nonreligious) spirituality among these adolescents will soon constitute 
an important body of research to be reviewed. Second, and in line with 
the fi rst, using the two terms as interchangeable or using a combined term 
such as “religion/spirituality” may lead to erroneous conclusions. It could, 
for instance, be suspected that some of the many positive eff ects of reli-
gion on adolescent development concluded by various studies and reviews 
previously cited may have been overestimated: spirituality’s eff ects are over-
all more positive than those of religiosity, and thus “religion” may benefi t 
undeservedly from being combined with “spirituality.” 

 Finally, it is of interest to clarify another distinction. Religiosity and spir-
ituality imply, but are not equivalent to, dealing with existential and moral 
issues and looking for self-transcendence. Th e latter are universal human 
dimensions, whereas being religious or spiritual is less universal. Indeed, 
religiosity and spirituality imply specifi c ways of dealing with universal 
existential and moral issues (e.g., affi  rmation that one’s own life and the 
world are meaningful; emphasis on specifi c moral standards and norms; 
believing in an external, personal or impersonal, transcendence) (Saroglou, 
 2011 ). Other people, nonreligious and/or non-spiritual, may deny one or all 
of the above. Th e non-distinction between these constructs may contami-
nate results and infl ate the positive eff ects of religion and spirituality. If, for 
instance, one conceptualizes and measures spirituality as including com-
passion for all beings, no doubt positive associations will be found between 
this construct and prosocial attitudes, values, emotions, and behavior.        

      Personality and Religiousness: Stability but not 
(Necessarily) Plasticity 

 High versus low interest and investment in religious attitudes, beliefs, and 
practices has traditionally been suspected to refl ect, among other factors, 
individual diff erences in personality dispositions and traits. Using the 
terminology of the dominant model of the fi ve basic personality factors  , 
Saroglou and Mu ñ oz-Garc í a ( 2008 ) stated:

A religious person may think, feel, and behave – personality traits by defi nition 
imply some consistency across these three activities – in a somewhat diff erent 
way than a nonreligious person when facing stress and emotions (‘ neuroticism ’), 
novelty (‘ openness to experience ’), challenges from the internal and external world 
that ask for self-control, orderliness, and responsibility (‘ conscientiousness ’), when 
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s/he is invested in interpersonal relationships (‘ agreeableness ’), or is in contact 
and functions with others in general and in groups (‘ extraversion ’). (p. 84) 

 Several dozen studies have investigated how religiousness, and its diff erent 
forms, is associated with broad personality traits. Using the framework of 
the Five Factor Model, a recent meta-analysis   of studies with 71 samples 
from 19 countries (total  N  = 21,715) showed that religiousness (but also 
fundamentalism and spirituality) is common among people who tend to be 
high in the dimensions of agreeableness and conscientiousness (Saroglou, 
 2010 ). Th ese fi ndings are consistent with those of dozens of other studies 
using Eysenck’s model of personality, where religiousness has typically been 
found to relate to low psychoticism (Francis,  2009 ; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 
 2007 ). Th e studies included in the recent meta-analysis come mostly from 
Western samples of Christian background, but a few existing studies in 
other religious and cultural contexts suggest the generalizability of the 
fi ndings, at least among the three monotheistic religions and Buddhism  . 
Closed-minded (e.g., fundamentalism) versus open-minded (e.g., spiritu-
ality) orientations are characterized by, respectively, low and high openness 
to experience. Th e other two personality dimensions, that is, extraversion 
and neuroticism, are either unrelated to religiousness in general or related 
to it only in very specifi c contexts (Saroglou,  2010 ). 

 Only three studies in that meta-analysis provided data on adolescents. 
Th ese studies were carried out in Australia (Heaven & Ciarrocchi,  2007 ), 
Belgium (Duriez & Soenens,  2006 ), and Poland (Kosek,  1999 ). Interestingly, 
the mean eff ect sizes of the religiosity–personality associations in these three 
studies with adolescents parallel those found with young adults and adults 
(see  Table 17.1 ). In other words, adolescents who are religious tend to be 
agreeable and conscientious, but not necessarily high or low on extraver-
sion or neuroticism. Moreover, they tend to be slightly low in openness to 
experience. Several studies on adolescents, using the Eysenck’s model, sug-
gest similar personality tendencies toward prosociality, order, and respon-
sibility (i.e., low psychoticism) (Francis,  2009 ).      

 Moreover, three longitudinal   studies provided information on the causal 
direction suggesting that child and adolescent personality infl uences later 
attitudes toward religion. Religiousness in late adolescence, adulthood, and 
late adulthood was predicted by conscientiousness or low psychoticism, 
measured when the participants were children or adolescents (Heaven & 
Ciarrocchi,  2007 ; McCullough, Enders, Brion, & Jain,  2005 ; McCullough, 
Tsang, & Brion,  2003 ; Wink, Ciciolla, Dillon, & Tracy,  2007 ). In addition, 
adolescents who were open to experience tended to invest more in spirituality 
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in late adulthood (Wink et al.,  2007 ). Of course, the other causal direction, 
that is, infl uences of religiousness on adolescents’ personality, cannot be 
excluded. However, the existing evidence is in favor of the idea that ado-
lescents who are agreeable and conscientious tend to embrace – look for or 
maintain, depending on family’s religious socialization –  ideologies, prac-
tices, and groups (religion) that correspond to these personality tendencies 
by proclaiming and enforcing social harmony, quality in interpersonal rela-
tions, investment in life goals, personal order, and moral self-transcendence 
in general (Saroglou,  2010 ). 

 Agreeableness and conscientiousness are oft en considered to be the 
two “moral character” personality traits, since they imply social and per-
sonal responsibility (Cawley, Martin, & Johnson,  2000 ). Th ese two broad 
personality traits are oft en found to point to a higher order personality 
dimension denoting  stability  and  regulation . In contrast, openness to expe-
rience and extraversion – being more heavily “temperamental” factors – are 
oft en found to constitute a higher order dimension denoting  plasticity  and 
 growth  (Digman,  1997 ; Markon, Krueger, & Watson,  2005 ; but see Ashton, 
Lee, Goldberg, & de Vries,  2009 ). Th us, adolescent religiousness does not 
seem to necessarily refl ect, or result from, personality dispositions for curi-
osity; experiential openness; alternative ways of thinking, feeling, and act-
ing (openness to experience); or gregariousness, playfulness, and energy 
(extraversion). 

 Th ere are a variety of possible trajectories in religiousness during ado-
lescence and early adulthood. However, some decrease in religious practice, 
identifi cation, and beliefs is a common trend in adolescent development 
and emerging adulthood (Dillon,  2007 ; Hood, Hill, & Spilka,  2009 ). 
Interestingly, this decrease seems to parallel, or better follow, the devel-
opmental changes of personality. Series of studies on the developmental 
changes of personality attest that, during adolescence, the mean level of 

 Table 17.1.     Mean Eff ect Sizes (r) of the Personality Correlates of Religiousness 

Age Group  k (N)  Extraver-
sion

Agreeable-
ness

Conscienti-
ousness

Neuroti-
cism

Openness to 
Experience

Adolescents 3 (990) –.05  .22  .20 .01  –.13 
Young 

adults
31 (9,433) .06  .17  .16 –.02 –.03

Adults 8 (2,281)  .12  .25  .14 –.01 –.09

     Note :  Results are taken from the meta-analysis by Saroglou ( 2010 ).  k  = number of studies. Mean 
eff ects are bold when > .10.    
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agreeableness and conscientiousness decrease, whereas the mean level of 
openness to experience increases (Roberts, Wood, & Caspi,  2008 ). It is very 
likely that the biological, cognitive, relational, and social changes that are 
concomitant to these personality changes lead to the questioning, doubting, 
reconsideration, and decrease of religiousness in adolescence (see more in a 
later section). Th us, the decrease of religiousness in adolescence may result 
from the same adaptive functions of these personality changes, that is, to 
distance oneself from what is known and familiar and to explore new and 
challenging alternatives.      

  Values and Religiousness: In-group Conservation but not 
(Necessarily) Openness 

 Value hierarchies can be observed universally but diff er across groups 
depending, for instance, on culture, age, and gender, or across individ-
uals as a function of individual diff erences (Schwartz,  2007 ). Religiosity 
of adults, but also adolescents and possibly children, may be more present 
among people with specifi c value hierarchies – or, taking the other causal 
direction, may have an infl uence on people’s value hierarchies. Interestingly, 
both conceptually and empirically, religiosity is closer to values than to 
basic personality traits (Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, & Knafo,  2002 ; Saroglou & 
Mu ñ oz-Garc í a,  2008 ). 

 Schwartz’s ( 1992 ) model has been the dominant model of values in the 
last 20 years. Th is model includes 10 major values (more precisely, sets of 
several lower level-specifi c values) organized under two bipolar, almost 
orthogonal axes. Th e fi rst axis opposes values denoting conservation ( tradi-
tion, conformity , and  security ) against values denoting openness to change 
( self-direction, stimulation , and partly  hedonism ). Th e second axis contrasts 
self-transcendence ( benevolence  and  universalism   ) to self-enhancement 
( power, achievement , and partly  hedonism ). 

 Another meta-analysis   clarifi ed the mean eff ect sizes of the associations 
between religiosity and value hierarchies using Scwhartz’s model of values 
(Saroglou et al.,  2004 ). Th is meta-analysis included 21 samples from studies 
in 15 diff erent countries (total  N  = 8,551). In that meta-analysis, no distinct 
analyses were made by age group and there was no study on adolescents. 
Nevertheless, the majority of the samples consisted of young students (from 
18 to 30 years old). Th e results confi rmed earlier theorization and fi ndings 
by Schwartz and Huismans ( 1995 ). Overall (see  Table 17.2 , fi rst block), reli-
giousness primarily implies valuing conservation (in particular, tradition 
and conformity) at the detriment of openness to change (self-direction, 
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 Table 17.2.     Correlations between Religiousness and Values 

 TR CO SE PO AC ST HE SD UN BE

 Saroglou et al. 
( 2004 ) 

                    

 ( k  = 21,  N  = 
8,551) 

  .45    .23   .07  –.09   –.11    –.26    –.30    –.24   –.09   .14  

 ESS 2 (25 
countries) 

                    

 Adults 
(41,318) 

  .34    .16    .13   –.03  –.06   –.20    –.23    –.17   .03  .05 

 Adolescents 
(2,323) 

  .32    .15   .07  –.07  –.01   –.14    –.24    –.13   .04  –.04 

 ESS 3 (23 
countries) 

                    

 Adults 
(38,042) 

  .32    .16    .14   –.04   –.10    –.18    –.23    –.13   .03  .04 

 Adolescents 
(2,055) 

  .29    .14   .09  –.09  –.03   –.11    –.23    –.13   .03  –.03 

 Boseret ( 2009 )                     
 ( N  = 200 

children) 
  .28   .08  .03  –.03  –.08  .00   –.15    –.19   –.03  .02 

     Note : For Saroglou et al. ( 2004 ), the reported results are weighted mean eff ect sizes of the meta-anal-
ysis (young adults and adults). For ESS2, ESS3, and Boseret ( 2009 ), simple coeffi  cient correlations are 
reported. Adults =  ≥  19 yrs old; adolescents = 13–18 years old; children = 9–12 years old. Correlations 
are bold when  ≥  .10. TR = Tradition; CO = Conformity; SE = Security; PO = Power; AC = Achievement; 
ST = Stimulation; HE = Hedonism; SD = Self-direction; UN = Universalism; BE = Benevolence.    

hedonism, and stimulation). Additionally, religiosity implies valuing lim-
ited self-transcendence: benevolence toward in-group members, but not 
universalism; that is, broad concern for the welfare of all people and the 
world. Depending on the country’s context, the association between religi-
osity and security may shift  from positive (in traditionally religious coun-
tries) to negative (when the State is against religion, as in the ex-communist 
Eastern European countries; Roccas & Schwartz,  1997 ). Th e association 
of religiosity with universalism may turn out to be negative in countries 
with a dominant mono-religious tradition (e.g., Mediterranean countries 
of Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Orthodox tradition; Saroglou et al.,  2004 ). 
In sum, general religious attitudes, beliefs, and practices imply valuing con-
servation and in-group care at the detriment of openness to personal and 
societal change and hedonism in life.      

 Very specifi c open-minded forms of religiousness such as symbolic reli-
gious thinking, religious quest (being open to doubting or questioning one’s 
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own beliefs), and spirituality may still be concerned with valuing tradition 
and demonstrating low consideration for hedonism. However, these forms 
put the emphasis on the axis of self-transcendence (valuing both univer-
salism and benevolence) versus self-enhancement (not valuing power and 
achievement) (Fontaine, Duriez, Luyten, Corveleyn, & Hutsebaut,  2005 ; 
Saroglou,  2008 , for review). Nevertheless, it remains unclear whether these 
results are because of the specifi c religious forms under study or totally 
attributable to deeper social cognitive structures denoting fl exibility, which 
in turn are translated, in the religious domain, into symbolic and relativistic 
religious thinking. 

 In order to examine whether adolescents’ religiosity implies value hier-
archies that may or may not be similar to those held by young adults or 
adults, I carried out, for the purposes of the present chapter, correlational 
analyses on the data of the European Social Survey   (ESS), Waves 2 and 3 
( http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org ). Th is data (as in 2008) comes from, 
respectively, 25 and 23 countries (if combined, this makes 28 countries) and 
includes a total of, respectively, 45,175 and 40,757 participants.  1   Among 
these participants, there are 2,323 adolescents (13 to 18-year-olds) in ESS2 
and 2,055 adolescents (14 to 18-year-olds) in ESS 3. Values in the ESS are 
measured through Schwartz’s (2003) 21-item Portrait Value Questionnaire 
(also called Human Values Scale). I computed a global score of religious-
ness (Cronbach’s alphas were .81 in both waves) by averaging the scores 
participants gave on three items measuring (1) personal religiousness 
(“Regardless of whether you belong to a particular religion, how religious 
would you say you are?”), (2) religious public practice (“Apart from special 
occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how oft en do you attend 
religious services?”), and (3) religious private practice (“Apart from when 
you are at religious services, how oft en, if at all, do you pray?”). 

 Th e results from the correlational analyses are presented separately for 
adolescents and adults (all the non-adolescent participants) in  Table 17.2  
(second and third blocks). Th ey replicate the results of the 2004 meta-
analysis.  2         Moreover, religious adolescents hold value hierarchies that are 
similar to religious adults’ ones, and the similarity in many cases is also 
refl ected in the size of the eff ects. Th e only notable diff erence in eff ect size 
seems to be the fact that the modest association between religiousness and 
security among adults is even weaker in adolescents. Similarly, the negative 
association between religiousness and stimulation also seems to be attenu-
ated when one shift s from adults to adolescents. Th ese two diff erences   may 
be because of age and/or cohort. Religiosity of contemporary adolescents, 
compared to older adults, expresses, to a lesser degree, strong conservatism 
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(security concerns) and discomfort with excitement and challenges in life 
(stimulation). However, it still refl ects, globally across countries, social con-
formity and attachment to tradition (tradition, conformity, and low self-
direction; in other terms, collectivist values) as well as anti-materialism and 
discomfort with sensuous gratifi cation (low hedonism). 

 Th e major trends of adolescents’ value hierarchies as a function of reli-
giosity can be observed in an even earlier age, that is, among children of 
9 to 12 years old. In the possibly only, to my knowledge, (unpublished) 
study on religion and Schwartz’s values among children, Boseret ( 2009 ) 
distributed questionnaires on diff erent aspects of beliefs and values to 200 
Belgian children between the 4th and the 6th grades (mean age = 11.02, 
 SD  = 0.9; 40% boys). Values were measured by adapting for children the 
21 items of Schwartz’s (2003) Human Values Scale used for the European 
Social Survey  . Religiosity was measured through three items referring to 
the importance of God in one’s life, frequency of individual prayer, and fre-
quency of prayer in the family (4-point scales;   α   = .72). As shown in  Table 
17.2  (last block), children’s religiosity was associated with high importance 
attributed to tradition, and low importance attributed to hedonism and 
self-direction.   

   Th ere is thus some lifespan continuity from childhood to adulthood 
through adolescence in that individual religiosity parallels the preference of 
conservation values   and the low consideration of values denoting autonomy 
change and hedonism. Taking into account the relative stability of person-
ality throughout the lifespan, one can suspect the underlying personality 
traits (agreeableness and conscientiousness, but not necessarily openness) 
and corresponding values (conservation versus openness to change and 
hedonism) to be partly responsible for the overall relative stability of reli-
giosity throughout the lifespan. Changes in religiosity (Hood et al.,  2009 ), 
as well as changes in personality (Roberts et al.,  2008 ) and values (Bardi & 
Goodwin,  2011 ), throughout the lifespan exist, but they are quantitatively 
less considerable than stability. 

 Beyond stability, developmental changes in values exist and seem to 
parallel changes of personality. More precisely, cross-sectional correla-
tions between age   and values in 20 countries (data from the ESS) show that 
hedonistic values (hedonism and stimulation) are of higher importance 
among people of younger ages compared to people of older ages, whereas 
the opposite is true for all three conservation values (Schwartz,  2007 )  . Such 
developmental trends again parallel those of religiosity, which is lower in 
late adolescence and emerging adulthood but may increase in adulthood 
(Dillon,  2007 ).      

9781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   4009781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   400 4/26/2012   3:56:46 PM4/26/2012   3:56:46 PM



Adolescents’ Social Development 401

    Identity Status and Religiousness: Engagement but not 
(Necessarily) Exploration 

 In people’s lives, and possibly more importantly in adolescent development, 
religion is oft en involved with identity processes and outcomes. Religion 
is indeed concerned, among other things, with providing answers to, and 
ways of dealing with, existential questions typically involved in personal 
identity (who I am, where do I come from, what is the goal of my life, and 
whether the world is meaningful). Having said this, it is more intriguing 
to examine which kind of identity is facilitated within a religious context, 
especially among adolescents. 

 Erikson ( 1968 ) distinguished between two key dimensions involved 
in the adolescent identity crisis, that is, exploration and commitment. 
Exploration involves testing out possible identity alternatives, whereas com-
mitment entails choosing and investing in a given identity. Crossing these 
two dimensions, Marcia ( 1980 ) conceived four identity statuses: diff usion, 
foreclosure, moratorium, and achievement. Th e identity status of  diff usion  
is characterized by a lack of both exploration and commitment. In  foreclo-
sure , people have made identity commitments but have not gone through 
a process of exploration.  Moratorium  is the process of identity exploration 
and may or may not lead to commitments. Finally, individuals in identity 
 achievement  have gone through a process of exploration and made identity 
commitments. On the basis of existing evidence, a likely normative devel-
opmental process seems to be the transition from diff usion, as a starting 
point, to achievement, as an end point, with foreclosure and moratorium 
being somewhere in between, depending on many personal and situational 
factors (Meeus, Iedema, Helsen, & Vollebergh,  1999 ). 

 For the purposes of this chapter, I carried out a search for published 
studies on religion and identity status through PsycINFO. In total, 19 pub-
lished studies among adolescents and late adolescents were identifi ed, pre-
senting results from 24 samples (see  Table 17.3 ). Th e studies were carried 
out mostly in the United States and Belgium, but also in Canada and Israel. 
Participants were mostly of mainstream Christian traditions (Protestantism 
and Catholicism), but there were also studies on Jewish (Markstrom-
Adams & Smith,  1996 ; Tzuriel,  1984 ), Muslim (Saroglou & Galand,  2004 ), 
and Mormon adolescents (Markstrom-Adams, Hofstra, & Dougher,  1994 ). 
Th e fi ndings, beyond minor divergences, converge to demonstrate a clear 
pattern of how religiousness in general, and specifi c religious orientations 
in particular, are interconnected with identity status. General religious-
ness and indicators of religious involvement and practice are positively 
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associated with commitment in identity; that is, positively with achievement 
and/or foreclosure, and negatively with moratorium and/or diff usion. Finer 
distinctions are obtained when focusing on specifi c religious dimensions. 
Intrinsic religion or symbolic religious thinking predicts high achievement, 
whereas extrinsic religiosity or orthodoxy predicts high foreclosure. People 
high in moratorium tend to present many doubts about religion; they may 
also be high in quest religiosity or high in faith development.      

 Th e general trend, consistent across studies, countries, and religious 
traditions, is that religion in adolescence and youth implies, or at least is 
associated with, commitment but not necessarily exploration. Exploration 
in personal identity seems to be typical of a quest-religious orientation or 
faith development. Irreligiosity and religious doubts may also be charac-
terized by exploration, but they may also refl ect the presence of a diff used 
identity status. 

 Th ree studies in Belgium (Flanders) by Duriez and collaborators (see 
also  Table 17.3 ) used Berzonsky’s ( 1990 ) more recent model of three iden-
tity styles. Th is model distinguishes between informational, normative, and 
diff use/avoidant styles. 

  Information oriented  individuals deal with identity issues by actively seeking out 
and evaluating relevant information before making commitments. When con-
fronted with information that is dissonant with their self-conceptions, they will 
revise these self-perceptions.  Normative oriented  individuals rely on the norms 
and expectations of signifi cant others (e.g., parents or authority fi gures) when 
confronted with identity-relevant issues. Th ey rigidly adhere to their existing 
identity structure, into which they assimilate all identity-relevant information. 
 Diff use/avoidant oriented  individuals avoid personal issues and procrastinate 
decisions until situational demands dictate their behavior, resulting in a frag-
mented identity structure. (Duriez et al.,  2008 , p. 1024) 

 Consistently across the three studies, being a believer – a dimension these 
authors called Inclusion versus Exclusion of Transcendence – implied a 
normative identity style. Approaching the religious ideas in a symbolic 
rather than literal way implied an informative identity style and low dif-
fuse/avoidant style. 

 Studies on religion and identity formation most oft en provide cross-
sectional data and focus on patterns of individual diff erences. Th ey are 
thus insuffi  cient to inform us on the role of religion regarding the under-
lying processes and patterns of identity changes. Nevertheless, two recent 
longitudinal   studies among Belgian (Duriez et al.,  2008 ) and Canadian 
(Hardy et al.,  2011 ) adolescents provide interesting initial evidence in favor 
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of bidirectional links between religion and identity formation. First, the 
maintenance of, or an increase in, religious involvement (attendance to reli-
gious service) across late adolescence and emerging adulthood predicts an 
increase in foreclosure and a decrease in diff usion and moratorium, that is, 
commitment but no exploration (Hardy et al.,  2011 ). (An increase of com-
mitment together with exploration, i.e., achievement, was present among 
adolescents with community involvement but not religious involvement). 
Th e opposite process also exists: once identity commitments are made, they 
facilitate religious involvement (Hardy et al.,  2011 ). In addition, identity 
styles may or may not have real impact on being globally religious, but high 
versus low exploration in identity later infl uences the way one approaches 
religious ideas, symbolically versus literally, respectively (Duriez et al., 
 2008 ). 

 In sum, religion, compared to irreligion, follows and contributes to com-
mitment in identity, oft en by adopting that which has been transmitted by 
authority fi gures and parents. A foreclosed identity is clearly present in 
traditional and orthodox religious environments. Irreligion is more oft en 
present among adolescents with low commitment but possibly also among 
those with high identity exploration. Only symbolic religious approaches 
and quest religious orientation seem to result from a process of actively 
seeking, testing, and revising information during identity formation.        

    Collective Identities and Religiousness: Ethnic but not 
(Necessarily) New and Transnational Identities 

 Beyond personal identity, children, adolescents, and adults deal with (re-)
elaboration of their collective, social identities. Th is includes ethnic (and 
race) identity (Quintana & McKown,  2008 ), but also new (for those born 
of immigration), multiple, and transnational identities (e.g., European or 
citizen of the world). Th e focus of this section will be on the role of reli-
gion with regard to ethnic (for natives and immigrants), new/adoptive (for 
immigrants, in the process of acculturation  ), and transnational identities of 
adolescents and young adults. 

 As argued elsewhere (Saroglou & Cohen, in press), there are several 
reasons to favor the hypothesis that religiosity should relate positively to 
ethnic identity  . Th e two share common collectivist needs and values, con-
cerns for self-enhancement and collective self-esteem, as well as the need 
for self-transcendence. In addition, historically, religions and nations or 
ethnic groups have incarnated entities that seem to meet, through symbols, 
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rituals, and ideas, the human search for unity, continuity, and even whole-
ness (Saroglou,  2006 ). Sociological work has even established a typology of 
the relations between ethnicity and religion (see Kivisto,  2007 ). In few cases, 
the two may be independent (e.g., American Indians, Romania). However, 
in most cases, either (1) ethnicity reinforces religion (e.g., Serbian or Greek 
Orthodox, Church of England), or (2) religion is a major foundation of eth-
nicity (e.g., Amish, Jews), or shapes, colors ethnicity (e.g., Irish, Italian, or 
Polish Catholics). 

 Several studies suggest that adolescents’ and young adults’ religios-
ity positively relates to ethnic identity and pride, but not broader identi-
ties. As multi-country data from the European Values Study   shows, young 
Europeans (18–29 years old) who identify strongly with their religion 
(Catholics and Protestants) exhibit a stronger national pride (Campiche, 
 1997 ), stronger feelings of belonging to their region and country, and 
weaker feelings of belonging to Europe and the world, compared to their 
nonreligious peers (Belot,  2005 ; Br é chon,  2003 ). 

 Other recent studies confi rm the positive association between religios-
ity and ethnic (origin) identity   among adolescents and young adults who 
live in Western countries and belong to ethno-religious minorities and/or 
are born of immigrants. However, these studies also show that religiosity 
within these ethnic minorities is either unrelated or negatively related to 
identifi cation with the new, adoptive country and culture. Th is was found 
to be the case in European countries (Belgium and/or the Netherlands) for 
Jews (Saroglou & Hanique,  2006 ), Muslims of North African and Turkish 
descent (Friedman & Saroglou,  2010 ; G ü ng ö r, Fleischmann, & Phalet,  2011 ; 
Saroglou & Galand,  2004 ; Saroglou & Mathijsen,  2007 ; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 
 2007 ), and other (Christian) adolescents born of immigrants from diff er-
ent countries (Friedman & Saroglou,  2010 ; Saroglou & Galand,  2004 ). Th e 
same was the case in the United States with Asian-Americans and African 
Americans (but not Latinos; Ghorpade, Lackritz, & Singh,  2006 ), and 
Muslims from various countries (Sirin et al.,  2008 ). 

 Th e relation of immigrants’ religiosity with only strong ethnic/origin 
identity and, possibly, even weak identity with the new/adoptive culture 
seems to be rather consistent across studies. Note, however, that most 
oft en these studies include samples from ex-immigrant populations of low 
or medium socioeconomic status. An exploratory study on adult expatri-
ates in Brussels, originating from other Western countries and working in 
European institutions or having good jobs in companies, suggested that the 
picture may be more complex, depending on the specifi c religious denom-
ination. Indeed, among Protestants from North European countries and 
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Christians from the United States, religiosity was related to high identifi -
cation with the host country, that is, Belgium, whereas the opposite was 
the case with Orthodox Christians coming from the Balkan countries; 
Catholics from other European countries were in the between (Rangel & 
Saroglou,  2010 )). 

 Is such a pattern of results positive or negative for adolescent and youth 
development? Some scholars have argued that religion’s role in the devel-
opment of a strong ethnic identity   is part of positive youth development 
since it allows for integration into a community, a sense of belonging, pride 
that contributes to positive mental health, and the development of a sense 
of responsibility, especially for ethnic minorities and immigrants (e.g., 
Juang & Syed,  2008 ; King & Roeser,  2009 ). Th is may be true, especially as 
far as the mental health of immigrant and minority groups is concerned. 
Religious institutions, beliefs, and practices, as well as individual religi-
osity of the members of these groups are reasonably considered, both in 
sociological and psychological research, to positively contribute to several 
aspects of mental health, integration to a community, and social support 
(Cadge & Ecklund,  2007 ; Viladrich & Abra í do-Lanza,  2009 ). Studies on 
African Americans confi rm this idea (e.g., Bierman,  2006 ; Ellison, Musick, 
& Henderson,  2008 ). 

     Nevertheless, this is just part of a bigger picture. As the above men-
tioned studies in ethno-religious minorities suggest, strong identifi cation 
with the culture of origin among religious adolescents and young adults 
born of immigrants does not seem to be paralleled by strong identifi ca-
tion with, and acculturation into, the new, adoptive country; the two may 
even be in confl ict. Th us, religiosity may contribute to adolescent immi-
grants’ integration into their ethno-religious community (which in turn is 
benefi cial when facing mental health risks and when needing a minimal 
insertion into a local community), but not to the broader multiethnic and 
multireligious national community (which supposedly contributes to opti-
mal well-being and full and deep acculturation). Given the importance of 
developing a double positive identifi cation with respect to both original 
and adoptive cultures (i.e., the optimal acculturation strategy of “integra-
tion”), doubts may occur as to how helpful religion may be for immigrants’ 
full acculturation. Th is is what initial evidence suggests: religiosity pre-
dicts not only low identifi cation with the adoptive country, but also low 
acculturation attitudes and practices (Ghorpade et al.,  2006 ; Saroglou & 
Mathijsen,  2007 ). Moreover, there is some evidence that, under specifi c 
contextual infl uences (e.g., perceived discrimination, large cultural dis-
tance), religiosity of early adolescents from an ethno-religious minority 
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predicts prejudice toward other ethno-religious and convictional groups 
(Verkuyten & Th ijs,  2010 ).   

 In the context of perceived discrimination and/or relations of confl ict 
between the majority and the minority, it may be that religiosity directly or 
indirectly predicts low well-being among minority members. For instance, 
rather than buff ering, religiousness was found to exacerbate the deleteri-
ous eff ects of discrimination and acculturative stress on depressive symp-
toms among Mexican-Americans (Ellison, Finch, Ryan, & Salinas,  2009 ). 
In another study on Belgian Muslim late adolescents and young adults born 
of immigrants, religiosity was found to indirectly relate to decreased self-
esteem and increased depressive symptoms through perceived religious 
intolerance from the majority and feelings of anger toward the majority 
(Friedman & Saroglou,  2010 ).   

 Attachment to family and thus intergenerational transmission may be a 
key mediator of the preferential relation between religion and ethnic/origin 
identity rather than new, adoptive country identity and full acculturation  . 
Research shows that family plays an important role in transmitting values, 
religion, and ethnic identities, especially among immigrants (G ü ng ö r et 
al.,  2011 ; Knafo, Daniel, Gabay, Zilber, & Shir,  Chapter 16  in this volume); 
and that family-related processes may be partially responsible for reli-
gious young people’s well-being (Sabatier, Mayer, Friedlmeier, Lubiewska, 
& Trommsdorff ,  2011 ) as well as heritage culture maintenance and weak 
acculturative change (G ü ng ö r et al.,  2011 ). 

 Finally, note that the synthesis of recent research focused on the role of 
religion in collective identities for natives and immigrants. Interestingly, 
in contrast to religiosity, spirituality of adolescents and young adults 
implies high importance attributed to the value of universalism   (Spain; 
Saroglou & Mu ñ oz-Garc í a,  2008 ) and strong identifi cation as a citizen 
of the world among adolescents of various cultural backgrounds: natives 
of Christian tradition, Muslims and Christians born of immigrants, all 
living in the same country (Belgium: Saroglou & Galand,  2004 ; Saroglou 
& Mathijsen,  2007 ). Th ese studies suggest that a shift  from traditional, 
in-group religiosity, to more open-to-the-world spirituality may be 
responsible for, or at least refl ect, a valorization of universalistic ideals. 
However, prudence is needed. It may be that spiritual and religious ado-
lescents and young adults, particularly those born of immigrants, who 
strongly identify with the citizen-of-the-world identity indeed point to a 
faith that transcends ethnic and national barriers (e.g., Universal Church 
for Christians, Ummah for Muslims, spiritual universe for non-atheists), 
but not necessarily a faith that supports multiple collective identities, 
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multiculturalism, and a universe fully tolerant of all convictions (see 
Saroglou & Galand,  2004 ).    

    Religious Doubt: Relational Insecurity but also Optimal 
Social Development 

 Doubting religious beliefs, and religion per se, is a process that typically 
emerges in adolescence (Hood et al.,  2009 ). For instance, doubt may arise 
regarding religious beliefs’ logical pertinence and relation to truth and 
regarding religion’s social usefulness and moral quality. In psychology 
of religion, there has been some ambivalence regarding religious doubt. 
Initially, religious doubt was perceived to constitute a maturational pro-
cess inherent to religious faith. In the conceptualization of religious quest 
as a specifi c refl ective and mature religious orientation, valuing doubt is 
an important component that coexists with self-criticism and openness to 
the possibility of changing one’s own beliefs (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 
 1993 ). 

 However, the empirical evidence suggests that, overall, religious doubt in 
adolescence is more oft en a precursor to “losing” religion than to a matura-
tion of one’s faith (Hood et al.,  2009 ). Religious doubts are not exclusively 
focused on one or a few specifi c aspects of religion, but quickly become 
numerous and lead to more global negative attitudes toward religion, thus 
facilitating the decrease and abandon of religious practice, group identifi ca-
tion, and beliefs (Altemeyer,  2004 ). 

 In addition, as far as psychological well-being   is concerned, religious 
doubt is typically found to relate to psychological distress, anxiety, and 
low quality parent–child relationships, particularly among adolescents and 
young adults (Hunsberger, Pratt, & Pancer,  2002 ; K é zdy, Martos, Boland, 
& Horv á th-Szab ó ,  2011 ). Th e causal direction may be double-sided. On 
one hand, adolescents who tend to be emotionally unstable and, in par-
ticular, insecure in their attachment to parents, may more easily fall into a 
state of turmoil with regard to religion as a way to express their discomfort 
and opposition to religious parents or to the environment of socialization 
in general. On the other hand, distancing oneself from one’s parents and 
their religion may create a source of confl ict and contribute to emotional 
instability and relational anxiety. In contrast with religious doubt, religious 
continuity in adolescence is facilitated in the context of emotional stability 
and positive quality relationships with one’s parents. In turn, religious con-
tinuity may contribute to and enhance emotional and relational stability 
and positivity. 

9781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   4099781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   409 4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM



Saroglou410

 Th e argument that will be presented here is that, beyond its disadvantages 
in terms of emotional instability and relational insecurity, religious doubt 
may be a sign of, or contributor to, positive social development of adoles-
cents in many other respects. Integrating fragmented evidence from previ-
ous research and theory, Scardigno and Saroglou ( 2009 b) hypothesized that 
adolescent religious doubt points to many positive aspects of social devel-
opment: personality (in particular, openness to experience), self- and rela-
tional development (individuation-autonomy with respect to parents and 
openness to peer infl uences), increased interest in sexuality (resulting in 
some disinhibition), moral development (in particular, high sensitivity to 
moral hypocrisy), and cognitive development (decreased magical thinking 
and increased rational thinking). 

 Scardigno and Saroglou ( 2009 b) integrated each of these factors into 
the same study as correlates and predictors of adolescents’ religious 
doubts. Th ey administered questionnaires to 307 Belgian adolescents (12 
to 20 years old; mean age = 15.37,  SD  = 1.75; boys = 44%) that measured 
attachment to parents (Hazan & Shaver,  1987 ), individuation   with respect 
to parents (12 items from the Emotional Autonomy Scale  ; Schmitz & 
Baer,  2001 ), peer infl uence (ad hoc measure of seven items), disinhibition 
(i.e., the seeking of intense experiences in parties, social drinking, and 
sex – a subscale of the Sensation Seeking Scale; Zuckerman,  1971 ), sen-
sitivity to moral hypocrisy (ad hoc measure of 11 items), magical think-
ing (subscale of the Disgust scale; Olatunji et al.,  2007 ), abstract/rational 
thinking (20 items from the R80 and R85 intelligence   tests that focus on 
logical results in resolving various kinds of problems), and openness to 
experience (from the Big Five Inventory; John, Donahue, & Kentle,  1991 ). 
In addition, they investigated the intensity of religious doubt through a 
measure of 11 items that, aft er an exploratory factor analysis, was found 
to tap three interrelated but distinct types of doubt. Th ese were (1) cog-
nitive doubts (religious beliefs do not seem to be true and logical), (2) 
social doubts (religion seems to be outdated with respect to the needs 
and challenges of contemporary society), and (3) moral doubts (human 
suff ering and injustice raise doubt in religion) (Scardigno & Saroglou, 
2009a). 

 Th e results on the associations between religious doubts and the hypoth-
esized correlates are detailed in  Table 17.4  (partial correlations control-
ling for gender and age did not change the results). With the exception of 
peer infl uences, all other hypothesized factors turned out to be signifi cant. 
Religious doubts, most clearly the cognitive and social doubts, but occa-
sionally also the moral doubts, were more present among adolescents with 
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insecure attachment (to both father and mother), high openness to experi-
ence, need for individuation, sensitivity to moral hypocrisy, rational think-
ing, and, fi nally, low magical thinking. Distinct correlations by age   group 
(three age groups were created) suggest that factors related to cognitive 
development (abstract thinking, low magical thinking), sexual develop-
ment (disinhibition), and self-development (individuation) play a role in 
religious doubt from early adolescence (12–14 years old). From the age of 
15–16 years, moral and personality factors (sensitivity to moral hypocrisy, 
openness to experience) also start to play a role in religious doubt.      

 Given some possible overlap between these various constructs asso-
ciated with high religious doubt, a multiple regression analysis was also 
conducted. As shown in  Table 17.5 , it turned out that many dimensions 
involved in adolescent development uniquely and additively predict high 
religious doubt. Th is was the case with moral (sensitivity to hypocrisy), 
cognitive (low magical thinking), social-relational (individuation and inse-
cure attachment), and sexuality-based (disinhibition) factors.      

 It seems reasonable to conclude from the results of that study that typi-
cal processes inherent to adolescent social development are responsible for 

 Table 17.4.     Types of Religious Doubt and Correlations with Aspects of Social 
Development 

 Aspects of Social Development   Cognitive 
Doubts 

 Social Doubts   Moral Doubts 
 

 Relational factors       
 Insecure attachment (father)  .11*  .15**  .07 
 Insecure attachment (mother)  .07  .12*  .11* 
 Self-development       
 Individuation  .22***  .21***  .07 
 Peer infl uences  –.07  .04  .04 
 Moral factors       
 Sensitivity to hypocrisy  .20***  .24***  .11* 
 Biological changes-based factors       
 Disinhibition  .24***  .20**  .08 
 Cognitive factors       
 Intelligence (abstract)  .20***  .11*  .06 
 Magical thinking  –.16**  –.19***  –.08 
 Personality       
 Openness to experience  .15**  .15*  .04 

     Note :  N  = 307. Results are taken from Scardigno and Saroglou ( 2009 b). Copyright © 2009 by Rosa 
Scardigno and Vassilis Saroglou.  
  *  p  < .05. **  p  < .01. ***  p  < .001.    
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 Table 17.5.     Multiple Regression of Religious Doubt (Cognitive and Social) on 
the Signifi cant Predictors 

     β     t -test 

 Insecure attachment (parents)  .10  1.66 †  
 Individuation  .12  1.97* 
 Disinhibition  .16  2.74** 
 Sensitivity to hypocrisy  .17  3.10** 
 Magical thinking  –.16  –2.86** 
  R   2   = .15     

     Note :  N  = 307. Results are taken from Scardigno and Saroglou ( 2009 b). Copyright © 2009 by Rosa 
Scardigno and Vassilis Saroglou.  
  *  p  < .05. **  p  < .01.  †   p  < .10.    

religious doubt in adolescence. Abandoning magical thinking and develop-
ing rational, abstract thinking can call into question religious beliefs and 
practices that may appear to be incompatible with truth and rationality (see 
also Nybord, 2009). Openness to experience and disinhibition place the pri-
ority of attention and interests on sexuality, gender relations, dating, and 
new, alternative, and sensation-seeking based experiences. Religion, with 
which the above constructs may be in confl ict, is thus put in the margin. 
Th ere is considerable evidence on religion’s eff ect in adolescence and youth 
on inhibiting behaviors such as risk-taking activities, smoking, sexual behav-
ior (Cheung & Yeung,  2011 ), and even humor (Saroglou,  2002 ). Aversion 
toward moral hypocrisy, alone or in combination with rational thinking, can 
lead to criticism of religious hypocrisy, especially in reference to institutions 
and important fi gures (see also Altemeyer,  2004 ). Finally, individuation   can 
lead to refl ection on and distance-taking from everything that represents 
the parental world, societal norms, and culture’s established traditions. From 
this perspective, religion seems to be a susceptible target since it oft en repre-
sents an ancestral past and a component of the “establishment.” 

 Th erefore, one can wonder whether it is not more reasonable, instead of 
seeing adolescent religious doubt as a problem inducing potential risks for 
optimal development, to consider it as being in line with the adaptive func-
tions of the many changes in adolescence. Integrating what was reviewed in 
the previous sections, one cannot neglect the fact that biological   and social 
changes in adolescence result in personality, values, and identity changes 
that have obvious adaptive functions for growth, exploration, plasticity, and 
thus both personal and societal transformations. Distancing oneself from 
religion may thus be natural in light of these adaptive functions, whereas 

9781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   4129781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   412 4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM

user
Durchstreichen

user
Ersatztext
b



Adolescents’ Social Development 413

religious continuity without questioning may, from this perspective, be mal-
adaptive. Th us, in comparison to childhood, where it seems to be somehow 
natural to hold (1) religious beliefs in counter-intuitive, mostly benevolent 
but surely omnipotent agents, (2) wishful thinking transformed in prayer, 
and (3) belief in intentionality and order in the world (Boyer,  2001 ; Keleman, 
2004; Woolley & Phelps,  2001 ), religion in adolescence may be less natural. 

 Such a concluding argument may be seen to be in total contrast with 
the idea that adolescence is a “sensitive” period for spiritual development 
(Good & Willoughby,  2008 ). Th e authors defi ne a sensitive period   as “a span 
of time that is optimal for developing a certain skill, capacity, or behavior” 
(p. 32). Th ey argue that normative developmental characteristics of ado-
lescence may make teenagers more responsive to spiritual overtures. Th ese 
characteristics are abstract thinking, metacognition, conversion and com-
mitment experiences based on strong emotions, and the need to cope with 
adversity, as well as endurance of commitments throughout the lifespan. My 
argument is not really in contrast with this, but importantly complements 
it. First, Good and Willoughby ( 2008 ), maintain an ambiguity by using in 
their review “spirituality” and “religiosity” interchangeably. No doubt, nor-
mative developmental changes may push adolescents to orient themselves, 
through religious doubting, toward refl ective and autonomous spirituality 
and mature forms of religion and faith (Oser et al.,  2006 ; Scarlett & Albert, 
 2010 ). Th e question – at the center of the adaptive functions issue – is 
whether this process represents a major pathway or concerns a minority 
of adolescents. Evidence is in favor of the idea that in adolescence, at least 
in Western countries, religious doubting and apostasy is much more com-
mon than religious and spiritual conversions   (Hood et al.,  2009 ). Second, 
no doubt, adolescence may be a more sensitive, more effi  cient period for 
religious and spiritual conversions and commitments than later age peri-
ods; this may be interesting (in terms of applications) for those who value 
religion and/or spirituality. However, the same is true for alternative forms 
of worldviews and ideologies: adolescence, for reasons that are probably 
similar to those as for spirituality and religiosity, may be a “sensitive period” 
for agnosticism, irreligion, and atheism, too.    

    Conclusion: Positive or Negative Role of Religion? 

 Th e concluding argument of the present review will diff er from conclu-
sions of recent review books and chapters on religious and spiritual devel-
opment in general or among adolescents in particular. In these reviews, 
as mentioned earlier in the introduction, the conclusions focus on the 
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positive role of religion (and/or spirituality), although the authors also 
acknowledge some negative aspects of religion. For instance, “involvement 
with religion can promote many aspects of adolescent wellbeing and iden-
tity and enhance one’s sense of purpose and meaning in life and thus ser-
vice towards others” (Boyatzis,  2009 , p. 61); and “increased understanding 
will elucidate how spirituality may serve as a potentially potent aspect of 
the developmental system, through which young people can gain a greater 
understanding of themselves and their connections to the greater world in 
ways that fosters a sense of responsibility and compassion to the greater 
good” (King & Roeser,  2009 , p. 471). More nuanced conclusions put the 
emphasis on some forms of religion: “ higher stages  of positive religious 
and spiritual development provide adaptive functions” (Oser et al.,  2006 , 
p. 991; my italics). 

 In those reviews, the negative aspects of religion are not totally neglected, 
but only briefl y presented. Moreover, these aspects are located in negative 
forms of institutional and/or individual religion, such as belonging to cults, 
authoritarian   religious groups, and terrorist organizations; having occultist 
practices, being extrinsic in religious orientation, having negative images 
of God, experiencing negative religious emotions, or having “pathological 
spiritual development;” and they are diagnosed by their negative eff ects 
especially in terms of prejudice, violence, and risks for mental disorder 
(Holden & Vittrup,  2010 ; King & Roeser,  2009 ; Oser et al.,  2006 ; Scarlett & 
Albert,  2010 ; Wagener & Mlony,  2006 ). 

 I contest neither the positive role of religion (although some prudence is 
needed in light of the fact that most research is based on correlational data and 
paper-and-pencil measures) nor the negative eff ects of problematic religious 
expressions. However, it seems somehow easy to locate the negative eff ects on 
adolescents’ development in only problematic religious forms. Additionally, 
it is easily acceptable that religious and spiritual expressions characterized 
by fl exibility, questioning, symbolic thinking, and maturity lead to positive 
outcomes whereas authoritarian, dogmatic, or neurotic religious forms con-
tribute to negative outcomes. It may also be that the real cause is not “religion” 
per se or its specifi c forms, but underlying social cognitive structures typical 
of closed-mindedness or neuroticism-related dispositions and traits. 

 What, on the contrary, is at the heart of the argument in the present 
chapter is that personal, general, common religiousness (positive attitudes 
toward religion, common religious beliefs, investment, practice, and/or 
identifi cation) among adolescents sampled from the general population of 
average religiosity refl ect, or contribute to,  limited  positive outcomes in rela-
tion to social development. Moreover, it is the same underlying processes 
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that explain both the positivity and its limitations. As the research reviewed 
in this chapter shows, adolescents’ religion overall refl ects, results from, or 
infl uences:

   (1)     stability in personality (in relation with the self and the others) but not 
necessarily growth and plasticity;  

  (2)     in-group social responsibility and conservation of social order instead 
of individualism  –hedonism in values but not necessarily universalistic 
concerns and autonomy, thus openness to change;  

  (3)     coherence, meaning, and goals that allow for a sense of engagement in 
personal identity, but not necessarily exploration of the alternatives and 
re-elaboration of this identity;  

  (4)     attachment to the ethnic identity   – and thus the origin identity for 
adolescents born of immigration   – but not necessarily attachment and 
acculturation   to the new/adoptive culture, and endorsement of trans-
national, frontier-breaking identities; and  

  (5)     relational security in attachment but low need for individuation   and dis-
inhibition as well as a tendency for magical thinking and low abstract, 
rational thinking.    

 In sum, adolescent religion seems to lead to or consolidate social stability 
and personal coherence at the cognitive, moral, emotional, and social lev-
els, but somehow at the detriment of openness, autonomy, fl exibility, crit-
ical thinking, and pluralism, all important for optimal development. Th is 
concerns domains of major importance for adolescent social development 
such as personality, values, personal and collective identities, attachment to 
parents, individuation, sexuality, and cognition. 

 In a way, this double-sided role of religion in adolescence parallels what 
research has shown regarding religion’s role in mental health and optimal 
well-being in general. On the basis of studies among members of new reli-
gious movements, Buxant and Saroglou ( 2008 ) concluded that belonging to 
these groups helps members feel good, since it provides structure and per-
sonal strength, especially in the context of previous vulnerability. However, 
this is at the detriment of optimal development and well-being, which 
include autonomy, fl exibility, and critical thinking. Similarly, Gartner, 
Larson, and Allen ( 1991 ), reviewing research on religion and mental health 
in general, concluded that religion may be an effi  cient means to maintain 
or restore control in situations implying under-control, but nevertheless 
includes potential risks for over-control. Adolescent religiosity seems to 
function in a similar way: it fosters coherence, but one may need to look to 
other resources to enhance openness. 

9781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   4159781107014251c17_p391-423.indd   415 4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM4/26/2012   3:56:47 PM



Saroglou416

 At least two issues seem to be key for future research. As mentioned ear-
lier, an emerging part of Westerners, certainly adults but also adolescents, 
defi ne themselves as no longer religious, but spiritual. Th e contrast between 
religion and spirituality seems stronger among adolescents than adults 
(Saroglou,  2003 ). To the extent that there is some shift  from traditional reli-
gion to more autonomous and refl ective forms of spirituality, it may be that 
some of the conclusions of the present review need to be re-examined. For 
instance, modern spirituality and symbolic forms of faith seem to be less 
characterized by discomfort with novelty and concerns for conservation of 
social order, family, and national security and instead refl ects, more clearly 
than religiosity, ethical concerns of interpersonal care and self-transcen-
dence (Fontaine et al.,  2005 ; Saroglou & Mu ñ oz-Garc í a,  2008 ). 

 Another important issue is how culture infl uences the religion’s role with 
regard to adolescent social development (see, for instance, Bond, Lun, and 
Li,  Chapter 5  in this volume; and Trommsdorff ,  Chapter 1  in this volume). 
Th roughout diff erent sections of the present chapter, the emphasis was 
in showing how the major lines of existing research seem to apply across 
various religious and cultural contexts. However, there is a tremendous 
need for more nuanced approaches that allow for detecting cultural specif-
ics. Emerging research in psychology of religion and culture (Saroglou & 
Cohen, in press, for review) as well as in psychology of human develop-
ment and culture (Bornstein,  2010 , for review) confi rms the importance 
of a culturally sensitive perspective on our psychological understanding of 
how religion works in people’s, including adolescents’, lives.    

    NOTES   

  1.     Th ese countries are: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden, 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Ukraine (both waves), Czech 
Republic, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, Turkey (2nd wave), Bulgaria, Cyprus, and 
Russia (3rd wave).  

    2.     When computing the average of the distinct-by-country correlations, the associations 
of religiousness with benevolence and universalism (positive) as well as power and 
achievement (negative) become slightly stronger (e.g., for ESS3, respectively, .09, .07, 
-.08, and -.13). Note also that Schwartz ( Chapter 4  in this volume) presents results 
distinct by religious group.  
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