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Chapter 19
The Scientific Study of Life Satisfaction 
and Religion/Spirituality

Elizabeth Krumrei Mancuso and Rosemond Travis Lorona

In his classic book Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl (1946/2006) asserted: 
“Happiness…cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it only does so as the unin-
tended side-effect of one’s dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the 
byproduct of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself” (pp. xiv-xv). His semi-
nal thoughts make clear that people cannot pursue happiness directly; instead, hap-
piness results from people dedicating their lives to someone or something beyond 
themselves. Religion and spirituality (R/S) provide an avenue by which billions of 
people find something worth dedicating their lives to. In a 1990 television interview, 
Frankl described that religious individuals are not satisfied with just finding a mean-
ingful task to complete; religious individuals go a step further by including an 
awareness of a task giver (i.e., Divinity). As such, R/S allow people to strive for 
what Frankl referred to as ultimate meaning. Positive psychology provides an excel-
lent context for gaining and applying knowledge about how R/S might contribute in 
such ways to the good life and to individual and communal thriving (Miller-Perrin 
& Krumrei-Mancuso, 2015). One aspect of this endeavor involves advancing an 
understanding of how and why R/S relate to life satisfaction (LS).

LS is a key topic of interest in positive psychology. Consistent with Frankl’s 
thinking, many religions emphasize that when people surrender themselves to a 
self-transcendent purpose, they are able to experience meaningful living. For 
instance, Buddhists pursue Nirvana, the extinguishing of personal desire, which can 
end their suffering. Christianity emphasizes that whoever loses their life for the sake 
of Christ will find abundant life. These examples illustrate that people draw on their 
religious/spiritual frameworks to achieve rich and deep LS.
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The scientific study of LS falls into the arena of subjective well-being, which is 
typically conceptualized as including affective and cognitive components (Diener 
et al., 2009; Lindert et al., 2015). The affective component involves the experience 
of pleasant/unpleasant emotions (see Van Cappellen et al., Chap. 20, this volume) 
and the cognitive component involves mental judgments of LS (this chapter). LS 
can be defined as a person’s subjective perceptions of contentment, satisfaction, or 
happiness in life. LS can be assessed as a global synopsis of life or as an aggregate 
of satisfaction with major life domains (e.g., work, study, relationships, leisure, 
health). LS has been considered an important outcome in its own right and has been 
associated with a wide variety of positive social, physical, and mental health out-
comes (Pavot & Diener, 2008). Although the extent to which people experience 
pleasant and unpleasant emotions likely contributes to LS (Diener et al., 2006), this 
cognitive form of subjective well-being is distinct from affective well-being. For 
example, Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999) noted that perceptions of whether some-
one has a happy life are powerfully driven by cultural expectations of what charac-
terizes a happy life. As a result, whether people appraise themselves as being happy 
people is somewhat independent of the extent to which they view their lives as sat-
isfactory. Furthermore, LS is empirically distinct from the experience of positive 
and negative emotions, in that these factors relate differently to age and other out-
comes (see Diener et al., 2009 for review).

This chapter explores LS in relation to R/S. The literature includes fairly broad 
conceptualizations of spirituality, encompassing morality, well-being, meaning, or 
purpose, which all could overlap with LS. Therefore, we focused on research that 
tethers spirituality (and thereby religion) to what people hold sacred. This approach 
is consistent with the conceptualization offered by Davis et al. (Chap. 18, this vol-
ume). Davis and colleagues define spirituality as people’s search for meaning and 
connection within whatever they perceive as sacred and religiousness as spirituality 
that takes place within culturally sanctioned codifications. This chapter includes 
many forms of R/S, such as the extent to which people view R/S as important or 
engage in public/private religious/spiritual practices, religious/spiritual coping, and 
so forth. We acknowledge that distinct forms of R/S can relate differently to LS. Out 
of an extensive empirical literature examining links between R/S and LS, this chap-
ter discusses highlights about how, why, and in what contexts R/S relate to LS. We 
will note how researchers can advance the science of R/S and LS and what some key 
implications are for clinicians and religious/spiritual leaders.

 Religion and Spirituality Relate to Life Satisfaction, 
But Context Matters

Thorough systematic reviews have suggested that R/S typically relate to higher LS 
(Koenig & Larson, 2001; Koenig et  al., 2012). The size of this relationship was 
quantified as small (r = 0.12), based on an early meta-analysis of 142 effect sizes 
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from studies that used a broad definition of LS (Hackney & Sanders, 2003). The 
aspect of R/S most strongly related to LS was personal devotion, followed by ideo-
logical religion, and then institutional religion. However, it is possible the nature 
and strength of this relationship can differ based on particular characteristics of 
individuals, communities, and countries.

At the level of the individual person, life circumstances and religiosity are impor-
tant for understanding the relationship between R/S and LS. With representative 
global data from the Gallup World Poll (collected from 2005 to 2011), a comparison 
between religious and nonreligious individuals found that religious individuals 
were lower in LS than nonreligious individuals (Geerling & Diener, 2020). However, 
it could be that people with more difficult living conditions tend to be more reli-
gious. When controlling the difficulty of individuals’ life circumstances (e.g., lower 
income, less education, and worse health statuses), the same global data collected 
from 2005 to 2009 indicated religiosity was associated with slightly more LS 
(Diener et al., 2011). Additionally, as might be expected, longitudinal studies have 
found evidence that R/S predict increased LS to a greater extent for people who are 
stronger in their religious identities (Bradshaw & Kent, 2018; Kent et al., 2018; Lim 
& Putnam, 2010).

Beyond individual characteristics, community-level R/S can impact the relation-
ship between R/S and LS, both for individuals and communities. R/S can be associ-
ated with LS in some regions of a country but not others, as has been observed in 
longitudinal research in Germany (Sinnewe et  al., 2015). Furthermore, because 
standard of living factors can relate to levels of R/S in communities and geographic 
areas, these factors must be taken into account when examining links between R/S 
and LS on a community or similarly large-scale level. In the United States, the more 
religious a state is, the higher the LS is in that state, when accounting for the diffi-
culty of societal circumstances (Diener et  al., 2011). These findings, along with 
others that have examined the interplay of community and individual R/S in relation 
to individual well-being (e.g., Gebauer et al., 2017), encourage more research on 
how dynamics within families, neighborhoods, religious communities, cities, states, 
or regions affect the relationship between R/S and LS.

Similar themes can be observed on a global level. R/S are associated with LS in 
some countries but not others (Snoep, 2008), suggesting country-level characteris-
tics impact the relationship between R/S and LS.  When taking into account the 
difficulty of societal circumstances, world data from the Gallup Poll has indicated 
no overall relationship between country-level religiosity and country-level LS 
(Diener et  al., 2011). However, cultural religiosity can affect individual people’s 
experiences (see Gebauer & Sedikides, 2021). The literature suggests that the posi-
tive relationship between personal R/S and LS is stronger in more religious coun-
tries, whereas personal R/S can be unrelated or even negatively related to LS among 
people living in less religious countries (Diener et al., 2011; Eichhorn, 2012; Lun & 
Bond, 2013; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010; Stavrova et  al., 2013). The social value 
hypothesis (Gebauer et al., 2012; Gebauer et al., 2017) could help explain some of 
these seemingly contradictory findings in multination comparisons. Religiosity may 
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foster more well-being in cultures where religiosity is socially valued, but not in 
cultures where religiosity possesses little to no social value.

To summarize, on average, the existing evidence suggests there is a small, posi-
tive relationship between R/S and LS. However, this average is made up of individu-
als, communities, and countries among whom the strength of this relationship can 
vary greatly. Furthermore, a mismatch between people’s individual R/S and their 
community and cultural contexts can even result in negative links between R/S and 
LS. Thus, clinicians and religious leaders should be aware of the nuances of R/S 
within the communities where they work, in order to have an accurate understand-
ing of how R/S may relate to LS.  In addition, they should attend to whether the 
social climate of R/S supports or undermines the R/S of the individuals they work 
with, which could thereby affect LS.

Of note, the vast majority of research on this topic has examined individuals 
within a given country. More work is needed to examine links between R/S and LS 
at community, regional, and global levels. As new methods emerge for using big 
data to examine links between economic and sociopolitical factors and subjective 
well-being (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 2018), it would be valuable to include an 
examination of R/S in these endeavors.

 Are the Links Between Religion/Spirituality and Life 
Satisfaction Causal?

Although it is difficult to say whether R/S and LS directly impact each other, longi-
tudinal research shows whether changes in R/S are associated with subsequent 
changes in LS and vice versa. A challenge is that both R/S and LS tend to be fairly 
stable across time, which can make it difficult to observe their effects on each other. 
Despite this challenge, most longitudinal research suggests R/S are associated with 
subsequently higher levels of LS. A recent meta-analysis of nine independent sam-
ples observed a small, positive effect of R/S on LS (r = 0.10). The meta-analysis 
only included studies examining whether positive aspects of R/S (e.g., importance 
of religion to the person, public and private religious participation, and positive 
religious coping) predicted future levels of LS while controlling preexisting levels 
of LS (Garssen et al., 2021). In essence, the existing research suggests R/S are asso-
ciated with modestly increased LS over time.

Furthermore, some research has examined how change in R/S relates to change 
in LS. A 16-year study of the general population in Germany indicated that people 
who became more involved in religious activities experienced long-term gains in 
LS, whereas those who became less religious experienced long-term losses in LS 
(Headey et al., 2010). Similarly, among samples of adolescents and adults in the 
United States, religious service attendance (Chen & VanderWeele, 2018; Crosby 
et al., 2020), prayer or meditation (Chen & VanderWeele, 2018), and listening to 
religious music (Bradshaw et  al., 2015) have been associated with higher 
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subsequent LS. Among inter-city U.S. adults recovering from substance abuse, spir-
ituality—but not religiosity—was predictive of higher subsequent LS (Laudet & 
White, 2008).

Together, these studies suggest R/S may enhance people’s LS.  Additionally, 
long-term research from Germany has shown that R/S can buffer individuals from 
the negative consequences of stressors. Attending religious services once a week 
mitigated the negative impact of becoming unemployed on LS (Lechner & Leopold, 
2015). Interestingly, joining a new religious movement (sometimes referred to col-
loquially as a “cult”) helped people who had previously experienced a dip in LS 
recover to a stable level of LS comparable to the general population (Namini & 
Murken, 2009).

Research on developmental changes across the lifespan is also useful for consid-
ering the question of causality. On average, R/S decline during adolescence, but 
young people experience unique patterns of religious/spiritual change. Research 
from the United States and the Middle East has found that youth who remain high 
in R/S over time tend to experience more LS than youth who either are low in R/S 
or decline in R/S over time (Kor et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2018).

Highlighting the importance of cultural context, spirituality—but not religious 
service attendance—was associated with higher subsequent LS within a sample of 
adolescents in Portugal (Marques et al., 2013). In addition, research from Canada 
has shown that youth with higher levels of spirituality are more likely to experience 
trajectories of high and stable LS than trajectories of moderate or low LS (McDougall 
et al., 2016). Interestingly, research in Hong Kong has found that adolescents who 
are higher in spirituality tend to experience sharper declines in LS than less spiritual 
adolescents (Shek & Liang, 2018). These researchers theorized that perhaps youth 
with higher spirituality have greater expectations about life, resulting in relatively 
stronger drops in LS. Yet even with these sharper declines in LS, more spiritual 
adolescents still exhibited higher LS than their less spiritual counterparts (Shek & 
Liang, 2018).

Although the majority of developmental research on this topic has focused on 
adolescents, longitudinal studies have also examined older adults. The trends among 
older adults are similar to those found among adolescents in that various forms of 
R/S are associated with greater LS over time (e.g., Cowlishaw et al., 2013; Hu et al., 
2018; Krause & Hayward, 2013).

Taken together, research from numerous countries and developmental periods 
suggests that R/S benefit LS. R/S can also serve as protective factors when stressors 
might otherwise negatively impact LS.  Large-scale, prospective studies provide 
strong support for the question of causality. Yet, in the absence of experimental 
research designs, it remains difficult to tease apart direct from indirect effects. The 
literature suggests increases in R/S and LS are associated with positive changes in 
other domains as well. For example, Cotton et  al. (2006) observed that, among 
patients with HIV/AIDS, increases in LS were associated not only with increases in 
R/S but also with improvements in housing conditions, social support, self-esteem, 
and optimism.
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Based on the longitudinal research conducted to date, religious leaders and clini-
cians might bolster people’s LS by supporting them in their religious/spiritual pur-
suits. Interestingly, almost all extant research is framed in terms of the influence of 
R/S on LS. This is understandable, given that the field of positive psychology has 
historically focused on uncovering potential contributors to LS (Garssen et  al., 
2021). At the same time, there is evidence that increases in LS are associated with 
increases in R/S. For example, Cotton et al. (2006) observed among patients with 
HIV/AIDS that increases in LS over a 12- to 18-month period were associated with 
increases in spirituality during the same period. Consistent with a broaden-and- 
build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2001), it is plausible that the rela-
tionship between R/S and LS is bidirectional. That is, the relationship between R/S 
and LS may involve a bidirectional causal pathway resulting in an upward spiral of 
positivity (see also Van Cappellen et al., Chap. 20, this volume; Davis et al., Chap. 
18, this volume). More work is needed to address the relatively neglected side of 
this cycle involving how LS impacts religious/spiritual behaviors, experiences, and 
beliefs. It is possible that people who are more satisfied in life may be more likely 
to choose to become or stay religious (Lim & Putnam, 2010). LS may also keep 
spirituality from becoming unfulfilling (Büssing et al., 2018). Future research can 
further elucidate if, when, and how changes in LS might result in changes in R/S. For 
example, increases in LS may result in people engaging more with their religious 
communities, deriving greater satisfaction from their belief systems, or being more 
resilient to spiritual struggles. Implications from such research would be particu-
larly helpful to clinicians and religious leaders in their work with religious/spiritual 
individuals.

 How and Why Religion and Spirituality Predict Greater 
Life Satisfaction

As reviewed, the most common finding in the literature is that R/S are associated 
with higher LS. Here, we discuss theories about how R/S might contribute to LS.

 Social Resources

Researchers commonly offer social explanations for the link between R/S and LS, 
because religious/spiritual individuals tend to participate in religious communities 
that afford them social interaction and support. The most convincing support for this 
idea comes from national panel studies that follow representative samples of people 
over time and thereby can account for stable characteristics of the study participants 
(e.g., their personalities). Such research suggests a key factor in the link between 
religious service attendance and LS is the friendships that people form in their 
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religious communities (Lim & Putnam, 2010). At the same time, studies from 
numerous countries suggest a strong influence of religious service attendance on LS 
remains even after accounting for the importance of social resources (Kortt et al., 
2015; Sinnewe et al., 2015). Moreover, dozens of cross-sectional studies have found 
that R/S are associated with higher LS, even after accounting for the important 
influence of social factors. This research has been conducted predominantly among 
Christian samples from North America and Europe but also among Jews from Israel 
(Lazar & Bjorck, 2016), Muslims from Pakistan (Suhail & Chaudhry, 2004), and 
religiously diverse people from Ghana (Addai et al., 2014).

Taken together, this literature suggests that R/S afford people more opportunities 
for giving and receiving social interaction and support, which has positive implica-
tions for LS. However, the relationship between R/S and LS does not seem to be 
explained fully by social factors. Social relationships and interactions grounded in 
R/S impact LS uniquely from people’s general degree of social activity and the size 
of their social networks. Religious/spiritual social networks may be particularly 
effective at providing a sense of identity and belonging, because they draw on 
shared beliefs, core values, and perceived divine relationships. For example, pray-
ing to a higher power with others is more closely aligned with LS than spending 
social time with others or praying alone (Lim & Putnam, 2010). R/S may also 
strengthen social bonds via theistic mediation, whereby individuals draw on a 
higher power as a neutral party to help resolve interpersonal conflict. Theistic medi-
ation is particularly helpful when individuals believe the higher power wants what 
is best for everyone involved and is present to strengthen and help each person. 
Thus, to impact religious believers’ LS positively, clinicians and religious leaders 
might encourage interpersonal relationships in religious communities, communal 
religious rituals, and relational religious/spiritual activities. Helping religious/spiri-
tual individuals capitalize on relationship skills that draw on their religious/spiritual 
beliefs can also be a meaningful way to bolster their LS.

 Thought Processes

R/S can offer ways of thinking about life and events that promote LS. R/S are unique 
in that they can go beyond naturalistic explanations in addressing life’s big ques-
tions. When faced with existential mysteries, R/S can offer individuals a sense of a 
meaningful world and their purpose, identity, or worth in it (see Park & Van 
Tongeren, Chap. 6, this volume). Longitudinal research has indicated that R/S are 
associated with more LS precisely because they can offer a sense of meaningfulness 
(Cowlishaw et al., 2013). Furthermore, religious meaning may predict LS beyond a 
general sense that the world is meaningful, manageable, and orderly (Dezutter et al., 
2010). Additionally, R/S can offer positive perceptions of one’s self, self-efficacy, 
and future. Deriving a sense of control in life through collaboration with God is 
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associated with higher LS (Krause, 2005). As such, R/S may promote LS by offer-
ing people a sense of security, hope, or terror management because they trust in God 
and/or an afterlife.

R/S also offer distinctive resources for coping with distress and creating meaning 
out of adversity (Pargament, 1997). If individuals believe in the protection of a 
higher power or that their suffering is part of a larger spiritual plan, they may experi-
ence greater LS during hard times. Clinicians can draw on these beliefs therapeuti-
cally. Frankl (1946/2006) illustrated this in his work with a rabbi who had lost his 
wife and children at Auschwitz. Frankl suggested perhaps the rabbi survived his 
children so he could be purified through his suffering to become worthy of joining 
his children in heaven. The rabbi experienced great relief from this new perspective; 
his suffering was not in vain but had a deep religious purpose and offered hope for 
reuniting him with his children. Empirical literature supports that interpreting suf-
fering through a religious lens results in greater LS. For instance, when older Blacks 
in the United States believe that religion sustains Black people in the face of racial 
injustice, they experience more LS (Krause, 2004). Therapeutic or religious com-
munity settings are ideal venues for helping individuals explore how their R/S con-
tribute to—or perhaps undermine—their sense of meaning, purpose, identity, 
self-efficacy, and hope. Such discussions offer opportunities for exploring the deep 
themes underlying LS.

 Physical Health

R/S can promote people’s LS by impacting their physical health. Many religions 
encourage their adherents to treat their bodies as sacred, practice moderation in food 
and alcohol, and take periodic rest (e.g., Sabbath). Thus, R/S could promote LS 
through behavioral and lifestyle choices that positively impact physical health (see 
Masters et al., Chap. 21, this volume). Clinicians and religious leaders can encour-
age religious/spiritual individuals to practice such behaviors in authentic ways that 
promote spiritual growth, physical health, and LS.

Parallel to the themes discussed, longitudinal research has supported that R/S 
relate to LS even after accounting for the influence of physical health (Bradshaw 
et al., 2015; Koenig & Vaillant, 2009). This theme is further supported by a substan-
tial body of cross-sectional research indicating the same. Much of this research has 
been conducted in the United States, although these findings have also been con-
firmed in other countries such as Israel (Lifshitz et al., 2019), Ghana (Addai et al., 
2014), and Greece (Chliaoutakis et al., 2002). These findings suggest that, similar to 
social resources and cognitive appraisals, physical health is one of the avenues 
through which R/S contribute to LS, but that it does not tell the full story.
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 Analysis

As reviewed, literature from various nations offers explanations for the positive link 
between R/S and LS based on social resources, thought processes, and physical 
health. Another theme is that R/S promote LS by offering opportunities for people 
to experience positive emotions (see Van Cappellen et al., Chap. 20, this volume). In 
addition, as posited in Davis et al.’s (Chap. 18, this volume) positive religious/spiri-
tual development theory, people’s psychological needs may drive their R/S and 
thereby their well-being. For instance, religious/spiritual social resources can fulfill 
psychological needs for acceptance, trust, and self-esteem/status and thereby 
account for increases in LS. Religious/spiritual thought processes can fulfill psy-
chological needs for predictability and control, also accounting for increases in LS.

Of note is that some theories in the literature address R/S in reductionistic ways, 
suggesting R/S merely represent more basic cognitive, social, physical, or emo-
tional processes. Reductionism devalues R/S by shifting the emphasis to these other 
factors. If underlying psychological or physical processes are considered the crux of 
the matter, R/S are rendered irrelevant. However, the literature reviewed in this sec-
tion suggests that in addition to working through non-R/S avenues, R/S can promote 
LS in substantive ways that are unique and not redundant with the effects of non- -
R/S aspects of life. Such a nonreductionistic approach recognizes R/S as distinctive 
aspects of life that are motives in their own right. If people are considered spiritual 
beings, then R/S experiences contribute to LS by fulfilling basic needs and desires 
within individuals, not only by reflecting underlying non-R/S needs and desires. 
Clinicians and religious leaders may benefit from exploring their conceptualization 
of how R/S fit into the human experience. Some conceptualizations that give R/S a 
position of primacy alongside biopsychosocial experiences include Pargament’s 
(2007) biopsychosociospiritual model and Piedmont’s (1999) theory of spirituality 
as a dimension of personality.

 A Darker Side to Religion and Spirituality

Although most research indicates positive links between R/S and LS, some forms of 
R/S involve struggle and strain. Individuals can experience the loss or violation of 
something they consider sacred, can feel abandoned by God, or can experience 
religious guilt and shame (Pargament, 1997). Surprisingly, there is not much 
research evidence to support that these strenuous forms of R/S are associated with 
lower LS. Although some studies have found spiritual struggles are associated with 
less LS cross-sectionally or at a later date (e.g., Hebert et al., 2009), this link does 
not seem to persist when taking into account people’s preexisting levels of LS (Park 
et al., 2011; Wortmann et al., 2012). A recent meta-analysis of longitudinal research 
indicated higher levels of spiritual struggles are coupled with increases in negative 
psychological adjustment, but they are not associated with change in positive 

19 The Scientific Study of Life Satisfaction and Religion/Spirituality

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_20
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_18


308

psychological adjustment, including LS (Bockrath et al., 2021). Further, cross-sec-
tional research suggests LS is higher when spiritual struggles or doubts prompt 
spiritual growth or meaning-making (Zarzycka & Zietek, 2019). Although more 
research is needed to confirm this, it is possible LS may increase when spiritual 
struggles provide an opportunity for people to reexamine their faith or worldview in 
a constructive way.

 Future Research Directions

Throughout this chapter, we have noted areas where more research would be help-
ful. Here we mention a few additional points. First, although in-depth measures of 
R/S and LS have been used, large-scale studies—particularly multicountry, nation-
ally representative, and panel studies—more commonly depend on few-item or 
single-item measures. Because people may factor the domain of R/S into their 
global judgments of LS, the use of superficial assessments may lead to overestima-
tion of the R/S–LS relationship. What complicates this issue further is that people 
differ cross-culturally in how they weigh the domain of R/S in their global judg-
ments of LS (Theuns et al., 2012), which obfuscates an understanding of how the 
R/S–LS link differs between countries and cultures. Therefore, multicountry and 
longitudinal studies that use in-depth and nuanced measures of R/S would be ideal.

Ongoing research can continue to parse out the aspects of R/S that are most influ-
ential to LS and how they relate to appropriate secular comparisons. Further, evalu-
ating nonlinear relationships between R/S and LS could be enlightening, given there 
is some indication that religious individuals tend to be either very satisfied or dis-
satisfied with life (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010). Previous research has uncovered non-
linear links between R/S and mental health outcomes (e.g., nondepressed people 
with high or low church attendance were less likely to show depression at follow-up 
relative to moderate church attenders; Ronneberg et al., 2016). Similar work should 
be conducted in the examination of LS.

 Conclusions and Implications

This chapter has offered highlights from the substantial literature base connecting 
R/S to LS.  The findings underscore one way in which R/S contribute to human 
flourishing. Meta-analyses indicate the overall relationship between R/S and LS is 
small (Garssen et al., 2021; Hackney & Sanders, 2003) but comparable to the size 
of the effect of other factors meaningfully related to LS, such as socioeconomic 
status, social support, and competence (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2000). However, the 
nature and size of the relationship between R/S and LS can differ based on the 
unique characteristics of individuals, communities, regions, cultures, and countries.
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This literature is relevant to clinicians who aspire to treat religious/spiritual cli-
ents as whole persons. With most of the research having been conducted in the 
general population, there is a need to assess clinical populations more closely. The 
positive impact of R/S on mental health may be even more robust among those fac-
ing stressful circumstances (Moreira-Almeida et  al., 2006), and there is a strong 
base of clinical writings on the importance of R/S as sources of strength and support 
for psychotherapy clients (Pargament, 2007). At the same time, some groups, 
including sexual minorities, may see less strong or more nuanced relationships 
between R/S and health outcomes, due to stigma or minority stress (Lefevor et al., 
2021). Although more research is needed to understand the links between R/S and 
LS among specialized populations, the current literature offers initial support for 
clinicians to affirm their clients’ R/S as potential sources of LS. Importantly, clini-
cians should be aware of the potential individual differences and contextual factors 
highlighted earlier in this chapter, which may influence how R/S relate to LS.

Religious leaders may also benefit from this literature by encouraging religious 
beliefs, worldviews, theological interpretations, and practices that promote 
LS. Given that R/S also work through avenues such as relationships, hope, meaning, 
and health behaviors, religious leaders are encouraged to foster holistic approaches 
to R/S that nurture these LS-promoting aspects of life.

R/S represent a critical aspect of many people’s lives around the world. As sub-
jective well-being (which encompasses LS) becomes an increasingly important 
measure of societal flourishing (Diener & Seligman, 2018), positive psychologists 
can continue to examine the relationship between R/S and LS. This domain of study 
can promote insight that furthers the fundamentally intertwined goals of religious/
spiritual leaders and clinicians who take holistic approaches to working with reli-
gious/spiritual individuals and communities.
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