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Abstract
Uncertainty, fear, and distress have become prevalent in the lives of U.S. residents 
since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. The unpredictable reality of 
social distancing, shutdowns, and isolation have affected daily routines and influ-
enced well-being and health. Drawing on consumer culture theory, we conducted  
an exploratory study to examine the mediating role of consumer spirituality in the 
subjective well-being of religious Christians during COVID-19 and to discover 
links between well-being and health outcomes. Participants from the United States 
(n = 104) were recruited via a Qualtrics’ online panel. Findings show that religiosity 
among Christians enhanced subjective well-being, demonstrating the positive effect 
of religious beliefs, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, spiritual 
consumption mediated this relationship, suggesting the importance of possessions 
to religious expression and subjective well-being. Implications for messaging about 
health and well-being are discussed.
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Introduction

When people experience troubled times, they look to various outlets for comfort and 
security. According to previous findings about health and psychology, these outlets 
include consuming food, liquor, or other substances, exercising, shopping, and pass-
ing time with video games or television (Davies, 2017). Others turn for comfort to 
the stability of friends, family, and religion (Bentzen, 2020).

As COVID-19 has become a virtually inseparable part of our lives, people have 
become more concerned about the uncertainty surrounding their mental and physi-
cal health. Even early discussions about possible vaccines and their side-effects 
raised more questions than answers, evoking fear and distress. The unpredictable 
reality of illness, death, social distancing, and frequent shutdowns of basic services 
have influenced well-being and health.

Previous findings suggest that higher life satisfaction relates to better mental and 
physical health and better cognitive and social functioning (Batthyany & Russo-
Netzer, 2014; Trzebiński et  al., 2020). The pandemic has had a negative impact 
on life satisfaction (Rababa et  al., 2021; Rigoli, 2021), leaving people searching 
for meaning and reconnecting with religion and their inner selves, a phenomenon 
known as “quest culture” (Roof, 2001, p. 46). In particular, religion has become a 
major coping mechanism (Bentzen, 2019, 2020; Simkin, 2020).

Consuming products or services can also provide an enlightening or spiritual 
experience (Belk et  al., 1989), a phenomenon known as “consumer” spiritual-
ity (Husemann & Eckhardt, 2018). Using consumer culture theory (Arnould & 
Thompson, 2005), we set out to explore the role of religion in subjective well-being 
(SWB) during the COVID-19 pandemic and the role of consumer spirituality in this 
relationship.

This exploratory study is important for two reasons. First, our discussion of the 
effects of religiosity and consumer spirituality on SWB during an ongoing global 
health crisis is timely. Religious and spiritual institutions looking to reach constitu-
ents during the pandemic or future crises can use our findings to develop effective 
messages for target audiences.

As SWB can improve health and longevity (Diener et al., 2017), the findings can 
also help health institutions conveying health message to the religious by highlight-
ing the importance of religiosity and consumer spirituality. For example, effective 
health messaging could emphasize how prayer and God might improve SWB among 
the religious.

Second, empirical studies about consumer spirituality as a construct for health 
messaging are scarce (Mathras et al., 2016). Scholars tend to position consumption 
as a behavior at odds with religious beliefs, even claiming that materialism runs 
counter to SWB. In the consumer-driven culture of the twenty-first century, this per-
spective might no longer be valid. To address these issues, we explored how con-
suming products might have spiritual utility for the highly religious and, in turn, 
enhance perceived well-being. The findings advance research about health commu-
nication, SWB, and the social and psychological impact of religious beliefs.
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Literature Review

Religion and Subjective Well‑Being

Religion is a directed and active search for a sacred universal truth (Kim-Prieto & 
Miller, 2018). Rinallo, Scott, et al. (2013), Rinallo, Borghini, et al. (2013)) con-
sidered religion “community-oriented, formalized, organized, and consisting of 
an organized system of beliefs, practices, and rituals designed to facilitate close-
ness to God” (p. 3). During times of crisis or adversity caused by disasters, peo-
ple turn to religion, as it offers comfort and explanation (Bentzen, 2020). Unpre-
dictable health disasters (e.g., COVID-19) intensify the use of religion compared 
to more predictable events (Belloc et  al., 2016). A sense of connection with a 
higher power is an effective way to uphold a positive evaluation of one’s life (Vil-
lani et al., 2019) and positively relates to SWB.

SWB is a measure of how people evaluate their lives. It includes both reflec-
tive cognitive judgments (e.g., overall life satisfaction) and emotional responses 
(Diener et al., 2018) that ultimately affect health and longevity. Multiple factors 
influence SWB, including the society in which a person lives, social relation-
ships, and religiosity (Ellison et al., 1989).

Religiosity is the level of identification a person has with a religion and can be 
measured using behavioral items (e.g., attending church) and factors related to its 
impact on identity (Deaux et al., 1995).

Also relevant to the link between religion and SWB is the concept of resil-
ience, which is emotional strength and the ability to respond to challenging situa-
tions in an effective way. Resilience is the “process of harnessing biological, psy-
chosocial, structural, and cultural resources to sustain wellbeing” (Panter-Brick 
& Leckman, 2013, p. 333). DeNisco (2011) defined resilience as “the ability to 
achieve, retain, or regain a level of physical or emotional health after devastating 
illness or loss” (p. 105).

Religion represents significant resilience factors for people enduring extreme 
difficulty (Pargament & Cummings, 2010), such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Previous findings show that religious involvement reduced mortality rates (Hum-
mer et  al., 1999), protected against threats of illness (George et  al., 2002), and 
decreased the probability of loneliness, misery, and anxiety (Rote et  al., 2013). 
Scholars have found that religion promoted adaptive worldviews and coping strat-
egies that improve mental health (Pargament & Park, 1995; Manning & Miles, 
2018); therefore, religion can promote resilience during crises (e.g., global health 
pandemic).

Several ideas explain why life satisfaction might have decreased during 
COVID-19 (Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). The first is the rate of the pandemic 
spread and its consequences; at the time of the current study, the United States 
had the world’s highest death toll at 431,392 (1,303 deaths per 1 million peo-
ple) (Worldometer, 2021). Second, to prevent the spread of the virus, the U.S. 
government enforced strict limitations, including full lockdowns and closures of 
businesses, restaurants, and educational systems, social distancing (even among 
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families and during holidays), and isolation of infected and at-risk populations, 
increasing feelings of uncertainty and loneliness among citizens (Qiu et al., 2020; 
Van Bavel et al., 2020).

Third, the pandemic has upended churchgoing like never before; more than half of 
U.S. adults have adopted online worship to replace in-person church attendance (Pew 
Research Center, 2020). Finally, people have experienced mental tension in the form of 
health-related worry (Papadopoulos et al., 2021), job insecurity, and work-family con-
flict (Blustein et al., 2020; Rudolph et al., 2020). Under these conditions, SWB is likely 
to suffer.

Previous findings support the positive relationship between religion and SWB (e.g., 
Koenig & Larson, 2001; Myers, 2000; Ng & Fisher, 2016; Ramsay et al., 2019). Posi-
tive relationships have emerged between religious commitment and life satisfaction and 
between religious affiliation and life satisfaction (Ellison et al., 1989; Hadaway & Roof, 
1978). Using religious satisfaction measures, Poloma and Pendleton (1990) found a 
positive relationship between general life satisfaction and overall happiness.

Previous findings also indicate that in stressful times, individuals tend to turn to reli-
gion for support, as it is considered a positive force for mental health (Simkin, 2020). 
This positive correlation is consistent across SWB and religiosity studies. For example, 
Hadaway and Roof (1978) found that high religious commitment corresponded to high 
SWB. Weinstein et al. (1988) found that high religious faith strengthened the convic-
tion to live a meaningful life.

The relationship appears to hold across multiple situations, religions, and cultures. 
Scholars examining this effect across Jewish participants similarly found that religion 
positively predicted SWB. For example, trust in God related to greater happiness and 
lower levels of anxiety and depression among Jewish participants (Rosmarin et  al., 
2009). Similarly, in a study in Indonesia about materialism, religiosity, and status con-
sumption on SWB among a Muslim population, Budiman and O’Cass (2007) found 
that religiosity had a positive effect on SWB.

Based on previous findings, we predict a similar relationship to exist where people 
with higher levels of religiosity will also have higher levels of subjective well-being. 
However, it is important to test the relationship in the current study as religious attend-
ance has changed during the pandemic, shifting to online for many, while the context of 
the environment given the pandemic has also altered regular lifestyle patterns.

Within this context, nothing can be assumed, particularly with the goals of this 
study to test the mediating construct of consumer spirituality. Though the relationship 
between religiosity and SWB has been confirmed in past research, it is important to test 
under present pandemic conditions.

H1 Religiosity will have a positive impact on SWB.

Mediating Effect of Consumer Spirituality on Subjective Well‑Being

The COVID-19 pandemic has shifted consumption patterns. According to a 
McKinsey Report, the pandemic has led to surges in e-commerce, preference 
for digital entertainment, and focus on health and hygiene (Kohli et  al., 2020). 
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Religious institutions have also moved online, recording or streaming services so 
that members can watch on a screen from home, resulting in a deeper faith (Gece-
wicz, 2020). With religiosity growing and online consumption on the rise, the 
intersection of religion and consumption has become even more intriguing.

Previous findings suggest that material possessions negatively relate to religi-
osity and SWB (Clavier, 2019; LaBarbera & Gurhan, 1997; Richins & Dawson, 
1992). Materialism, which focuses primarily on self-benefits, tends to contradict 
religious beliefs and lead to unhappiness, greed, selfishness, and envy. However, 
viewed in the context of spirituality (i.e., consumption to achieve spiritual goals), 
materialism might enhance SWB. According to a Pew study, many religious 
Americans have adopted “new-age” beliefs (e.g., reincarnation, astrology, psy-
chics, and presence of spiritual energy in nature; Gecewicz, 2018).

Furthermore, eight in ten religious Americans believe in God, while six in ten 
have new-age beliefs. Though previous findings distinguish between religion and 
spirituality as separate constructs that differentially influence personality traits, 
scholars still consider spirituality the core of any religion and, thus, see the two 
concepts as inextricably linked (Gupta & Sharma, 2018).

Recontextualizing consumption, we posited that it might act as a bridge 
between religion and SWB. Muniz and Schau (2005) explained how religion is an 
enduring creation of humanity and is fundamental to human existence. They also 
suggested that the meaningfulness that people associate with material objects is 
fundamental and that, in today’s market-driven capitalist society, brands (e.g., 
religious organizations) are part of the fabric of society and people’s identities. 
Spiritually driven consumption among the religious is an important way to facili-
tate consumer spirituality (Rinallo, Borghini, et  al., 2013; Rinallo, Scott, et  al., 
2013).

Consumer spirituality consists of the interrelated practices and processes in which 
people engage when consuming products, services, and places that have “spiritual 
utility” (Kale, 2006, p. 108). That is, market offerings that target consumer spiritu-
ality quench the thirst for meaningful encounters with one’s inner self or a higher 
external power (Husemann & Eckhardt, 2019). Spirituality has embraced capitalism 
to a greater degree than religion (Gupta & Sharma, 2018), and many people look for 
spiritually transforming experiences that influence consumer behavior, demonstrat-
ing the idea of the spiritual supermarket (Kotler, 2019). Spirituality is the meaning-
ful exploration of the inner self in relation to external reality (Kale, 2006), giving 
people meaning and a sense of purpose (Le et al., 2019).

However, in the current study, we focused on consumer spirituality and explored 
whether it might positively bridge the relationship between religiosity and SWB, 
particularly in the reality of our 21st-century consumer culture.

Arnould and Thompson (2005) defined consumer culture as “an interconnected 
system of commercially produced images, texts, and objects that groups use—
through the construction of overlapping and even conflicting practices, identities, 
and meanings—to make collective sense of their environments and to orient their 
members’ experiences and lives” (p. 869). The practice of orienting members is not 
solely for traditional products and services; even religious organizations participate 
in branding (Jones, 2004).
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Consumer culture theory (Arnould & Thompson, 2005) can help explain how 
consumers actively participate in the development, maintenance, and altering of 
their identities and goals. Consumers construct their lives through their purchases 
and the symbolic images of goods, brands, and advertisements associated with their 
purchases. Consumer culture theory supports the idea of resilience through spiritual 
consumption, one of various strategies for coping with the uncertainties of the pan-
demic. In other words, resilience in response to COVID-19 primarily targets recov-
ery of personal well-being (Trenz, Heft, Vaughan & Pfetsch, 2021), a goal that peo-
ple might achieve through spiritual consumption.

Consumer spirituality includes (a) the process through which consumers increas-
ingly desire to access a marketplace that promises transcendence and (b) the idea 
that spirituality is something that people can consume (Husemann & Eckhardt, 
2019). For example, a highly religious Christian might purchase a ring engraved 
with the word “faith.” This purchase, while material, might provide a symbol of a 
sacred possession (Belk et al., 1989), enhancing both identification with a religious 
group and SWB. Ellison et al. (1989) found that devotional intensity, measured by 
frequency of prayer and feelings of closeness to God, had a positive impact on SWB 
(Fig. 1).

We predicted that possessions related to one’s religion might enhance feelings 
of closeness to God for religious individuals, thereby enhancing SWB and health. 
Based on these ideas, we posited the following hypothesis:

H2 Consumer spirituality will mediate the positive impact of religiosity on SWB.

Method

Qualtrics maintains a network of online panel providers who supply quality respond-
ents for market research. Panel providers continually update the demographic and 
psychographic attributes of their members. Qualtrics sends the online survey link to 
multiple providers, who randomly assign members, according to client needs, from 
their respective panels, and sends e-mail invitations to solicit participation. The invi-
tation highlights that the survey is for research purposes only, includes the period of 
the study and incentives for participation, and does not mention the specific research 
objectives of the survey, minimizing self-selection bias. Members may withdraw 
from the study at any time.

Consumer 
Spirituality

Religiosity Subjective Well-Being
H1

H2

Fig. 1  Hypothesized Model
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Using religion as the primary filter, we recruited U.S. Christians (n = 104) via 
Qualtrics’ online panels during the period of September 11–14, 2020. The small 
sample size (i.e., between 20 and 150 respondents) was appropriate for the explora-
tory nature of the study (Daniel, 2012). Respondents began the survey after giv-
ing informed consent to the approved study (ref H20-125-MURS). Respondents 
answered questions regarding their religiosity, consumer spirituality, SWB, and 
demographic information and received compensation for their participation. Table 1 
presents the demographic profiles of the participants.

Table 1  Demographic Profile M SD

Age 38.25 13.99

n %

Religion
Christians 104 100
Gender
Male 50 48.1
Female 54 51.9
Education
No high school 4 3.8
High school 33 31.7
Two-year college (associate) 20 19.2
Four-year college (bachelor) 29 27.9
Masters 10 9.6
Doctoral 2 1.9
Professional 6 5.8
Family Household Income
Less than $10,000 11 10.6
$10,000—$14,999 6 5.8
$15,000—$24,999 13 12.5
$25,000—$34,999 15 14.4
$35,000—$49,999 10 9.6
$50,000—$74,999 16 15.4
$75,000—$99,999 13 12.5
$100,000—$149,999 11 10.6
$150,000—$199,999 3 2.9
$200,000 or higher 6 5.8
Ethnicity
African-American 22 21.2
American Indian or Alaska Native 1 1.0
Asian or Asian American 6 5.8
White or Caucasian 67 64.4
Hispanic or Latino 6 5.8
Multiracial 2 1.9
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Measures

Religiosity (Putney & Middleton, 1961) was measured on a six-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). We developed the consumer spiritual-
ity construct for the current study using the spirituality scale of Delaney (2005) 
and the consumer spirituality scale of Narang (2013). Items were measured on a 
six-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree).

SWB (Brinkerhoff & Jacob, 1986) was measured on a six-point semantic dif-
ferential scale using items that described how respondents felt about the cur-
rent conditions of their life. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) reveals that the 
full model had good fit (χ2 (186) = 321.67, p < 0.001; TLI = 0.921; CFI = 0.930, 
RMSEA = 0.084). Table  2 presents CFI and RMSEA scores for each scale. By 
assessing McDonald’s Omega (Hayes & Coutts, 2020) and ordinal coefficient 

Table 2  Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Scale Reliability

Factor items CFI RMSEA ω α

Overall Model Fit .930 .084
Subjective Well-Being .911 .167 .952 .965
Doesn’t give me much chance-brings out the best in me
Lonely-friendly
Disappointing-rewarding
Discouraging-hopeful
Empty-full
Miserable-enjoyable
Worried-calm
Useless-worthwhile
Boring-interesting
Consumer Spirituality .973 .125 .943 .894
The products/services I buy and use, helps me gain access to my inner 

spirit
My purchase efforts are directed toward understanding the purpose and 

meaning of life
The products/services I buy and use, helps me connect to the universe
The products/services I buy and use, provides me with a sense of purpose
My purchases are aligned with my philosophy of life
I buy and use products/services to fulfill my spiritual needs
Religiosity .994 .052 .923 .858
Religious values are more important than material things
I believe in God
My religion is very important to me
If people were more religious, this would be a better world
I am very religious
I pray regularly
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alpha (Dunn, Bauley, & Brunsden, 2014), we found that the scales were highly 
reliable (see Table 2).

Main Analysis

Preliminary analyses were conducted to explore the relationships among the vari-
ables of study. Correlations showed that religiosity positively related to consumer 
spirituality (r (102) = 0.42, p < 0.001), while religiosity (r (102) = 0.41, p < 0.001) 
and consumer spirituality (r (102) = 0.46, p < 0.001) positively related to SWB. Fur-
thermore, with an absence of multicollinearity,  the data supported religiosity and 
consumer spirituality as distinct constructs (Tolerance = 0.823). (Field, 2005). We 
then used the resulting variables in the mediation analyses.

To test the main hypotheses, we used Model 4 of the PROCESS macro and a 
bootstrapping procedure with 5000 samples (Hayes, 2017). Religiosity was the inde-
pendent variable, consumer spirituality was the mediator, and SWB was the depend-
ent variable. Findings show that religiosity had a positive impact on consumer 
spirituality (B = 0.46, SE = 0.09, p < 0.001). Both religiosity (B = 0.26, SE = 0.09, 
p < 0.01) and consumer spirituality (B = 0.30, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) had a positive 
impact on SWB. Consumer spirituality mediated the effect of religiosity on SWB 
(B = 0.14, SE = 0.06, 95% CI = 0.0492 to 0.2718). Based on the results, H1 and H2 
were supported.

Discussion

COVID-19 has disrupted the lives of many, and religion has become a major coping 
mechanism (Bentzen, 2019, 2020; Simkin, 2020). Using consumer culture theory, 
we explored whether religiosity improved SWB among the religious during the pan-
demic. More importantly, we examined the mediating effect of consumer spirituality 
on this relationship.

Christian religiosity enhanced SWB, showing that religious beliefs and rituals 
can increase certainty and happiness. This finding illustrates that the religious look 
to a divine presence for help with challenging life events (Gorsuch & Smith, 1983). 
Religion also represents significant resilience factors for people facing extreme dif-
ficulty in life (Pargament & Cummings, 2010), such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
People are likely to turn to religion when confronting health difficulties (Pargament 
& Hahn, 1986), for religion is an effective way to maintain a positive evaluation of 
one’s life (Villani et al., 2019).

Previous findings indicate that materialism is at odds with religious beliefs and 
values (Clavier, 2019; LaBarbera & Gurhan, 1997; Richins & Dawson, 1992). How-
ever, the current findings show that placing consumption in the context of attain-
ing spiritual goals can reveal an otherwise hidden congruence between these two 
concepts. Consumer spirituality played a significant mediating role in enhancing 
SWB. Christians with strong religiosity can experience spirituality through prod-
uct or service consumption, enhancing SWB and improving their health. Consumer 



1728 Journal of Religion and Health (2022) 61:1719–1733

1 3

culture theory (Arnould & Thompson, 2005) helps explain why religious Christians, 
in order to achieve a fulfilling life, not only embraced God and prayer but were also 
open to experiencing spirituality through consumption.

The lockdowns and social distancing imposed by the global health crisis, along 
with the dramatic shift in digital media usage for social and work connections, might 
have driven people to seek and express internal satisfaction and self-fulfillment 
through products, services, and experiences (Kelemen & Peltonen, 2005). Religi-
osity influences the manner in which consumers evaluate goods and services and 
appears to complement a consumer-centered world. According to Muniz and Schau 
(2005), “it responds to social, cultural, and market forces. It adapts, but it leaves 
its explanatory mythologies in all sorts of places, including the marketplace and 
brands” (p. 746).

Individuals have experienced sacredness while shopping and consuming (Belk 
et al., 1989). Their purchases shape their lives and the associated symbolic images 
of material goods can increase life satisfaction and well-being as they construct their 
religious identities through sacred possessions (Belk et al., 1989). Our findings shed 
new light on the relationship between religiosity and consumer spirituality, demon-
strating that sacralized goods can also enhance SWB.

The findings provide crucial insight into effective health messaging. Based on the 
idea that spirituality is the core of any religion (Gupta & Sharma, 2018), congruency 
theory can help explain the relationship between religiosity and consumer spiritual-
ity. Congruency theory posits “changes in evaluation are always in the direction of 
increased congruity with the existing frame of reference” (Osgood & Tannenbaum, 
1955, p. 43). When people receive information, including communication messages 
(e.g., advertisements), they use existing attitudes to process the relevancy and con-
sistency of the information, experiencing how the information fits into their existing 
schema (Misra & Beatty, 1990). Messages congruent with self-perceptions are gen-
erally more effective than incongruent messages (Chang, 2002; Uskul & Oyserman, 
2010).

An incongruent message, one that clashes with existing beliefs, will surprise 
receivers and might create unwanted tension. The current findings align with con-
gruence theory (Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955), demonstrating fit and consistency 
between Christian religiosity and consumer spirituality. This relationship is also 
consistent with the strong consumer culture prevalent in the United States (Berger, 
2015). Therefore, health messages about spiritual consumption that are congru-
ent with religious beliefs can lead to favorable attitude toward the message and 
strengthen SWB.

The current findings have important managerial implications for religious institu-
tions who are reaching out to current and potential members during the COVID-
19 pandemic and beyond. Religious institutions can use religiosity to segment their 
target market and reach out to their members by highlighting the importance of 
religiosity in their lives. Health messaging that emphasizes how prayer and God can 
help improve SWB might prove effective. Furthermore, both religious institutions 
and commercial brands in the United States can show how consuming products and 
services that offer spiritual utility or help fulfill the spiritual goals of meaning and 
purpose can improve SWB among the religious.
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Limitations and Future Research

Despite several important contributions to theory and practice, the current study 
has limitations. First, though the sample size was appropriate for the exploratory 
nature of the study (Daniel, 2012), we acknowledge the low power of this small 
sample for detecting effects. Second, there is an inability to assess causal infer-
ence due to the cross-sectional nature of the sample. Therefore, scholars should 
consider securing a larger sample size using longitudinal surveys to enhance gen-
eralizability. Third, being an online sample may attract only a certain group of 
people who may not be representative of Christians in general. Christianity fea-
tures many denominations that might have differing perspectives on religion and 
consumer spirituality.

In addition to online surveys, scholars should consider applying the current model 
to a more diverse religious sample by analyzing participants through interviews and 
focus groups. Third, previous findings in COVID-19 research indicate that people 
across the world have become more religious (Bentzen, 2020); however, a decline in 
religiosity might occur once the pandemic subsides.

Scholars could test the robustness of the current model by conducting a follow-
up study to determine whether the relationships between religiosity and consumer 
spirituality have shifted. Scholars could also apply the model to other religions (e.g., 
Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism). Finally, scholars could test different 
health messages by recruiting people with various levels of religiosity and using dif-
ferent consumer spirituality cues to assess varied influences on SWB.

Conclusion

This article outlines that religiosity among Christians enhanced their SWB, dem-
onstrating the positive effect of religious beliefs, especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic. More importantly, spiritual consumption mediated this relationship, 
suggesting the importance of goods to religious expression and SWB. Consuming 
commodities and services that offer  spiritual value can improve SWB among the 
religious.

Religiosity and consumerism have often been perceived as having a conten-
tious relationship. However, this study provides initial support for the fit between 
Christian religiosity and consumer spirituality, while highlighting insights related 
to effective health messaging. Health messages about spiritual consumption that are 
congruent with religious beliefs can lead to favorable attitudes toward the message 
and brand as well as strengthen SWB.
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