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Chapter #15 
 

THE SOCIAL-PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION 

The importance of studying religion using scientific methodologies 
 
Joel R. Anderson 

Université de Genève, Switzerland 
 

 

ABSTRACT  
Religion plays a vital role in the formation of communities and the interact ion of cultures, yet is 

largely ignored in psychological texts. Contemporary religious trends across the globe are rapidly 

changing. For example, less people are adhering to traditional forms of religious  practice, Atheism 

and secular beliefs are becoming increasingly common and valid, and acts of terror are commonly 

perceived as motivated by religion. This chapter discusses the operationalization of religion as a 
variable in scientific research (i.e., religious affiliation vs. use of religion in daily life) before 

discussing how this operationalization impacts our existing understanding of the relationship between 

religion and intra- (e.g., coping, personal decision making) and inter-personal (e.g., attitudes and 

behaviors towards outgroup members) psychological processes. The chapter closes with a discussion 

of challenges for the future of this field and recommendations for the measurement of this complex 
variable.  

 

Keywords: religion, religious, religiosity, spirituality, religious fundamentalism, religious affiliation. 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The psychology of religion comprises the use of scientific methods to understand the 

effects of relig ious traditions, practices, and beliefs on religious and non -religious 

individuals from a psychological perspective. In the specific case of social psychology, 

understanding the effects of religion on beliefs and behaviors is paramount given the 

pivotal function that relig ion plays in the formation, functioning, and interactions of 

societies (Durkheim, 1915). Th is chapter has two broad aims: to discuss methods of 

quantifying relig ion for use in social psychological research, and then to discuss the 

implications of these quantifications by reviewing trends resulting from their use in the 

existing literature. Before approaching these aims, I will first give a brief overview of the 

history and purposes of the psychology of religion. After addressing the central aims of this 

chapter, I will close by discussing future challenges to the field and presenting a discourse 

on implications for the future of this important sub-discipline of social psychology. 

 

1.1. The History of the Psychology of Religion 
The trajectory of scientific investigations into religion has oscillated across the years 

from being considered a core research variable with profound societal implications, to 

being effectively ignored by mainstream psychology (for reviews, see Emmons & 

Paloutzian, 2003; Gorsuch, 1988). Indeed, much of the early theoretical and empirical work 

in social psychology (e.g., G. S. Hall, 1904, 1917; James, 1902, 1907; Starbuck, 1899) was 

motivated by an innate drive, almost an obligation, of the researchers at the time to 

understand psychological aspects related to religion (see Wulff, 1991). The psychoanalytic 

zeitgeist of the decades following the 1920s saw many theoretical contributions to the 

broader field of psychology, which usually encompassed religion (e.g., Adler, 1925; Freud, 
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1927; Jung, 1938). Th is acted as a catalyst for hypothetical and speculative frameworks on 

the topic, but did little  to further related empirically based understandings of religion.  

Different scientific sub-disciplines have had resurged levels of interest in 

understanding the effects of religion on psychological processes at different times. For 

social psychology, the 1960’s witnessed a revival in data-driven interests in religion (see 

Hester, 1998). Social dilemmas of the time (e.g., the post-war era, the sexual revolution, 

racial integration) acted as a catalyst for the popularity of social psychology, which led to 

research into important issues such as prejudice, aggression, obedience, and of course 

religion. Subsequent seminal works in the science of relig ion by the likes of Gordon Allport 

(1954, Allport & Ross, 1967) paved the way for a new generation of social psychologists 

who had the same innate interest in understanding humans and religion as the early 

researchers of the field. However, this new cohort of social psychologists had the innate 

drive, combined with advanced scientific training, which has propelled the study of religion 

to become the theoretically founded and empirically validated discipline that it is today. 

 

1.2. The Importance of the Continued Research of Religion 
Relig ion has been a central component of indiv idual- and society-level existence 

throughout recorded history, and the magnitude of its impact to human functioning should 

not be understated (see Albright & Ashbrook, 2001). Recent global upheavals have resulted 

in rapid developments in how relig ion manifests in contemporary society . These 

developments will subsequently shape the need for continued research in this field. The two 

key trends are a decline in religion, and an increase in perceptions that relig ion is related to 

terroris m.  

 

1.2.1. A Decline in Religion 

The documented decline in religious belief in the postindustrial world (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2011) suggests that the effects of religion on the beliefs and behaviors of self-

identified religious people may be attenuated. Social perceptions and norms around 

identifying as non-relig ious are also changing (Gervais, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2011), 

which has led to a subsequent rapid increase in self-identified Atheists (Zuckerman, 2007). 

A recent Pew Research Centre (2012) survey revealed 1.1 billion of the world’s population 

(estimated at 6.9 billion) are now religiously unaffiliated, making Atheism the third largest 

‘relig ious category’ in the world
i
, after Christianity and Muslim

ii
. The majority of the 

existing literature has focused on the effects of religion on the religious. This trend of 

decreasing religious beliefs suggests that research will need to also focus  on the effects of 

religion on the non-relig ious. 

 

1.2.2. Religion and Terrorism 

The September 11 attacks in 2001 on the World Trade Center in New York marked 

the start of a new era for stigma associated with relig ion. The organization claiming 

responsibility for this attack (and also the 1998 embassy bombings, the 2002 Bali bombing, 

etc.) was comprised of militant Islamic indiv iduals (see Ranstorp, 2007 for the history of 

Al-Qaidah). The United States  led a coalition of North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) nations, who co llaboratively responded to these attacks with the ‘war on 

terroris m’. Th is fuelled the perceptions of Westerners that Islam is related to (and  thus, 

Muslims are responsible for) terroris m (Kfir, 2014; Neer & O'Toole, 2014)
iii

. Indeed, a 

body of research grounded in Terror Management Theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & 

Solomon, 1986) has revealed that exposure to information about terror attacks leads to 

subsequent prejudice towards religious out-groups (Das, Bushman, Bezemer, Kerkhof, & 
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Vermeulen, 2009), even when those groups were not related to the terror attack 

(Echebarria ‐Echabe & Fernández‐Guede, 2006). In response to this, the psychology of 

religion will need to take into account exacerbated inter-group relat ions. In combination, 

these global trends suggest that the continued research into the psychology of religion is 

necessary, not only for the sake of understanding the effects of religion  on psychological 

processes, but because these trends will likely permeate other aspects of social psychology , 

and have serious implicat ions for the dissemination of such research to the public.  

 

2. OPERATIONALIZING RELIGION 
 

The literature pertain ing to the role of relig ion in social psychology is complex, and  

a large body of research now exists surrounding its specific influence on inter- and  

intra-group psychological processes. Part of the complexity pertain ing to this literature has 

revolved around the question of how to best measure an individual’s religion  (Elkins, 

Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988; Gorsuch, 1988; Saroglou, 2002, 2009). 

William James, often considered the father of the psychology of religion, discussed 

differences between institutional (i.e ., organized relig ion) and personal religion, and posited 

the variety of religious experiences that an individual could have regardless of their culture 

or religious allegiance (James, 1902, 1907). This sparked an interest in the question of how 

to quantify personal religion. Two primary approaches are indeed reflected throughout the 

literature.  

The most parsimonious method for quantification is to simply ask people which 

religion they affiliate with. However, early researchers in the area (e.g., Allport, 1954; 

Allport & Ross, 1967) recognized that more important than the religion with which an 

individual affiliates is the degree to which people are involved in that religion, known as 

religiosity (Saroglou, 2009; Whit ley, 2009).
iv

 Each method is discussed below. 

 

2.1. Religious Affiliation 
The first option for operationalizing relig ion is relig ious affiliat ion  - simply asking 

people which relig ious category they identify with (i.e., Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Atheist, 

etc.). This simple categorical quantificat ion of religion can easily be used as the 

independent variable in psychological research. This is somewhat problematic because of 

the broad application of such labels. Consider the Catholic individual who attends church 

several times a week compared to the Catholic indiv idual who attends only at Christmas 

and Easter. On a survey measuring religious affiliation, these two individuals would fall 

into the same category, although the impact that relig ion likely has in their respect ive lives 

would presumably be quite d ifferent.  

Relig ious affiliation is frequently included in representative national and  

cross-cultural surveys, including the World Values Survey (www.worldvaluessurvey.org), 

the European Values Study (www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu), and the Afrobarometer 

(www.afrobarometer.org). This means there are vast sets of longitudinal and  

cross-cultural data that have been measured using this method of religious quantification. 

The benefits of quantifying religion with religious affiliation are clear. In terms of 

data collection, it is non-invasive, simple and can be easily included as a demographic 

question. In terms of statistical analysis, it allows clear between-group comparisons at the 

group, national, and cross-cultural level. Finally, it allows the individual to self-identify 

their preferred allegiance to a religious (or non-religious) group. It has the usual downfalls 

of a self-report measure (i.e., people may ad just their responses in order to avoid being 

identified as a member of a stigmatized minority group; e.g., Katz & Hass, 1988), and is a 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
http://www.afrobarometer.org/
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single-item measure of relig ion, but its ease of administration might outweigh associated 

problems. 

 

2.2. Religiosity 
An alternative option for operationalizing religion is through measuring religiosity 

(Saroglou, 2002) as an individual difference d imension (also sometimes called 

religiousness, religious experience, or transcendence). Relig iosity broadly defined is the 

degree to which people are involved in their religion (Whitley, 2009) or how they integrate 

religion into (Ahrold & Meston, 2010) o r refer to transcendence in their daily lives 

(Saroglou, 2009). Recent contributions to the religion-psychology research relationship 

suggest that religiosity (i.e., the frequency or intensity of how the individual uses religion  

in their daily lives) might be a more useful variable in religion-based research  

(Ahrold & Meston, 2010; Jonathan, 2008;  Saroglou, 2009, 2013; Whit ley, 2009). In the 

case of the two Catholic individuals discussed previously, using measures of relig iosity 

allows for a different, and arguably more meaningful, measurement of relig ion using this 

method quantification.  

The literature on relig iosity has produced many versions of what a personal religion 

paradigm might actually contain. Often using factor analysis (a statistical data reduction 

technique that identifies latent variables) to exp lore relig iosity dimensions, a plethora of 

religiosity constructs have been reported, with an equally numerous amount of relig iosity 

measures to capture these constructs (see Hill & Hood, 1999 for a corpus of measures ). 

Following other disciplines of psychology, some have focused on models of affect (feeling 

religious emotions and spiritual sensations), behavior (relig ious practices or rituals), and 

cognition (thoughts and beliefs about religious concepts; e.g., Cornwall, Albrecht, 

Cunningham, & Pitcher, 1986). Others have defined a specific dimension of personal 

religiosity and strive to quantify it. Notable religiosity measures (and sample items) are: 

 The Religious Fundamentalism scale (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 2004) which 

measures a dimension concerned with religious meaning that is drawn direct ly from 

doctrine, and which is unchangeable in nature (e.g., ‘There is a religion on this earth that 

teaches, without error, God’s truth’).  

 The Religious Orientation Scale (Allport & Ross, 1967) that is used to distinguish 

between instrumental uses of religion from the practice of religion as a self-contained goal. 

An intrinsic religious orientation refers to the motivation of an  indiv idual’s goal arising 

from religious tradition (e.g., ‘My relig ious beliefs are really what lie behind my whole 

approach to life’). In contrast, an extrinsic religious orientation refers to relig ious beliefs 

and attitudes being motivated for utilitarian purposes such as personal coping or social ends 

(e.g., ‘The church is most important as a place to formulate good social relationships’).  

 The Quest Scale (Batson & Schoenrade, 1991) which is characterized by existential 

questions arising from contradictions, relig ious doubts and tragedies in life. Th is scale 

refers to the level of which an individual’s relig ion involves a tentative and responsive 

stance towards religious convictions based on such existential concepts  (e.g., ‘I am 

constantly questioning my religious beliefs’).  

 The Christian Orthodoxy Scale (e.g., 'Jesus was crucified, died, and was buried but 

on the third day He arose from the dead'; Hunsberger, 1989), and the Islamic Doctrinal 

Orthodoxy Scale (e.g., 'I believe that Mohammad is God's prophet'; Ji & Ibrah im, 2007) 

assess the degree to which a person accepts the beliefs of their respective religious 

affiliation. 

The advantages of using religiosity measures are numerous; such measures  provide a 

nuanced alternative to (and theoretically should operate independently from) religious 
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affiliation. It allows for refined research questions and more complex statistical analysis 

techniques to be employed, due to the parametric nature of the data provided by such 

measures. The downfalls include a more time consuming and complex administration and 

scoring protocol, and that some items in these scales might contain questions about 

sensitive topics, or may be affiliation specific (i.e., reference to church vs. synagogue vs. 

mosque). Although relig iosity measures are well used in social psychology, they do not 

share the same popularity in other scientific disciplines. Finally, there has been some 

controversy between social psychologists as to whether or not religion should be 

conceptualized as multidimensional (see Wulff, 1991). 

As methods for quantifying religion, both relig ious affiliat ion and religiosity  can 

contribute differently to research in the psychology of religion. Each also has unique 

challenges to overcome, and limitations that need to be acknowledged. The following 

section synthesizes their use through the existing social psychology literature.  

 

3. RELIGION AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL PROCESSES 
 

The literature pertaining to the role of relig ion in social psychology is complex, and a 

large body of research now exists surrounding its specific influence on social processes.  

A summary of the literatures relevant to inter- and intra-personal processes follows, which 

also attempts to highlight systemic differences as a function of how religion is quantified 

(i.e ., relig ious affiliat ion vs. religiosity).  

 

3.1. Religion and Intra-Personal Processes 
Intra-group social processes tend to be related to religion in a relatively simple 

fashion, in that religious affiliat ion and religiosity tend to be linked to outcome variables in 

similar ways, although a non-exhaustive review of the literature revealed a  clearer pattern 

of results when quantifying religion with relig ious affiliation rather than with measures of 

religiosity. For example, research has revealed that individuals with a religious affiliation 

experience h igher levels of guilt than the non-affiliated (Albertsen, O’Connor, & Berry, 

2006; Ellis, 1980); Christians have higher reported levels of guilt than Jews  

(London, Schulman, & Black, 1964), Buddhists (Albertsen, 2002) and the relig iously 

unaffiliated (Braam, Sonnenberg, Beekman, Deeg, & Van Tilburg, 2000). However, the 

relationship between religion and guilt is less parsimonious when quantified using 

religiosity; positive correlations have been reported between religiosity and general guilt 

(Luyten, Fontaine, & Corveleyn, 2002), guilt related to sexual and hostile instincts  

(Fehr & Stamps, 1979), and also to shame-free guilt (Albertsen, 2002). However, Quiles 

and Bybee (1997) found that only predispositional (an individual d ifference in propensity to 

experience circumstance-based guilt) but not chronic guilt (ongoing experiences of guilt) 

was related to religiosity. Watson, Morris, and Hood (1987) found that belief in an 

unconditional forgiveness from a higher power alleviates guilt  in indiv iduals with higher 

levels of religiosity, thus moderating this relationship.  

In a meta-analysis, religiosity was revealed as being related to personality traits 

(Saroglou, 2002; see also Saroglou, 2009). Specifically, it was revealed that religiosity is 

generally positively related to Agreeableness and Conscientiousness, and that Religious 

Fundamentalis m is negatively related to Openness. A single study on religious affiliation 

found that non-affiliated individuals scored lower on all traits of the five-factor model of 

personality (except Openness) than individuals affiliated with Christianity (Taylor & 

MacDonald, 1999). 
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This pattern of results extends to other intra-personal social processes; higher levels 

of happiness (Bergan & McConatha, 2001), life satisfaction (Dezutter, Soenens, & 

Hutsebaut, 2006), moral reasoning (Walker, 2003), personal coping (Bryant-Davis & 

Wong, 2013), lower levels of substance abuse and impulse control (Gartner, Larson, & 

Allen, 1991), and intelligence (Zuckerman, Silberman, & Hall, 2013) are related to general 

religiosity. While these are also sometimes related to relig ious affiliation, scholars have 

argued that these effects are mediated by side effects of relig ious affiliat ion , such as notions 

of belonging and involvement in community, rather than from the effects of religion 

themselves (Bloom, 2012; Koenig, King, & Carson, 2012; McGuire, 2002).  

 

3.2. Religion and Inter-Personal Processes 
Allport summarized the paradoxical relat ionship between relig ion and social attitudes, 

and the potential for relig ion to lead to both pro- and anti-social attitudes in this classic 

observation: 
 

The role of religion is paradoxical. It makes prejudice and it unmakes prejudice. . . .  

The sublimity of religious ideals is offset by the horrors of persecution  

in the name of these same ideals. (Allport, 1954: p413) 
 

This paradoxical relationship has been widely debated with conflicting empirical data 

(Hall, Matz, & Wood, 2010). The impact of religion on inter-personal social psychological 

processes is inevitable. Individuals are socialized into a family who subscribe (or not)  

to a particular religion, and indeed, we choose to be friends with people who have similar 

religious beliefs and affiliations as our own (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; 

Wagner, 1979). As discussed, the paradoxical impact of religion becomes problemat ic  

with intergroup relations. Researchers have debated the potential for religion to result  

in either positive (e.g., increasing intergroup tolerance; Hunsberger, 1995) or negative  

(e.g., increasing intergroup hostility; Hunsberger & Jackson, 2005) contributions to societal 

attitudes and behaviors. This is driven by conflicting messages from doctrine  

(an exemplar from Christianity is “Love thy neighbor” [Mark 12:31] vs. “An eye for an 

eye” [Lev iticus 24: 19–21]). 

In terms of pro-sociality, religiosity has been linked to altruis m and empathy 

(Saroglou, 2013; Saroglou, Pichon, Trompette, Verschueren, & Dernelle, 2005;  

Watson, Hood, Morris, & Hall, 1984), although a review by Norenzayan and Shariff (2008) 

reveals that prosocial behaviors and religiosity only auto-correlate in situations where there 

is a concern for reputation. It has also been linked to helping the less fortunate  

(Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997), and kindness towards strangers (Hardy & Carlo, 2005). 

Thus, religiosity tends to be linked to prosocial attitudes and behaviors. Typically, research 

in this area has compared individuals with high relig iosity to individuals with low 

religiosity (which is a combination of those who place low importance on their religious 

affiliation and the completely non-affiliated; see Galen, 2012). This makes comparisons 

between religious affiliation and religiosity difficult.  

In terms of anti-sociality, it appears that most forms of prejudice are proscribed by 

religions, while other forms of prejudice are permitted against prejudice targets that are 

perceived as violating religions’ value system (Batson & Burris, 1994; Herek, 1987; 

McFarland, 1989; Whitley, 2009). The literature generally reports that those affiliated with 

a relig ion demonstrate more prejudice than the religiously non-affiliated (e.g., Finlay & 

Walther, 2003; Herek, 1987; Hunsberger & Jackson, 2005).  

The literature also shows that religiosity is positively correlated with various forms of 

prejudice (Whit ley, 2009), however the pattern becomes more complex if one compares 
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results based on the different measures of relig iosity. Generally, relig ious fundamentalis m 

strongly and positively correlates with prejudice  (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 2004; 

Hunsberger & Jackson, 2005; Rowatt, Franklin, & Cotton, 2005). In terms of relig iosity 

orientations, Allport and Ross (1967) argued that only extrinsically religious people tended 

to be more prejudiced, whereas there was no such relation for those who were intrinsically 

motivated. This holds true except for attitudes toward gay people in which the pattern is 

reversed (see Whitley, 2009; except in an Islamic sample, Anderson & Koc, 2015). Quest is 

the only form of religiosity that is contemporarily found to be non-related to prejudice 

(Batson & Ventis, 1982). 

 

3.3. Trends of Quantification in Social Processes 
Across studies in the psychology of religion, the use of either religious affiliat ion or 

religiosity dimensions tend to produce similar patterns of findings. Particularly in the case 

of inter-personal processes, the effects of religion seem to be relatively c lear with the 

literature tending to produce clear results with relatively simple interpretations. However, 

the case of intra-personal processes produces patterns of findings that are less clear, 

particularly concerning how to treat various out-group members (individuals who are 

different on various social dimensions). This is unsurprising because intergroup processes 

are infamously complex and hard to predict (Tajfel, 1982) without introducing further 

complicating processes by exp loring their relationship with relig ion. Given that most 

religions will prescribe treatment for outgroups (e.g., most world relig ions con demn  

ame-sex sexual orientation) which may or may not conflict with an individual’s personal 

ideologies (e.g., a religiously affiliated individual might also be pro -gay). As such, within 

each religious affiliation, there will be indiv iduals who choose which parts of their religious 

teachings they will adhere to and which ones to discount. 

 

4. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 

The future of the social psychology of relig ion appears promising. The relig ious 

trends associated with the social ramifications of contemporary global upheavals  

(as discussed in the introduction) have acted as a catalyst for new work that extends 

existing social psychological theories, primarily in Terror Management Theory  

(Greenberg et al., 1986), System Justification Theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994), and Social 

Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The social psychology of religion is established as 

a valid sub-discipline of psychology in its own right, and has gained respect from other 

researchers of psychology. There are several journals and associations now dedicated 

exclusively to the scientific study of religion. However, as with any rapidly evolving field, 

there is much exciting new research that needs integrating (review papers in this field are 

high quality, but sparse relative to other psychology disciplines; see Bloom, 2012; Emmons 

& Paloutzian, 2003; Gorsuch, 1988). Thus, in this penultimate section of the chapter,  

I propose three challenges to the field that also act as suggestions for future research:  

1. To synthesize findings across religions. Certain social phenomena has been well 

studied within religions, but there is a need to separate which phenomena are related to the 

broad (and non-affiliated) construct of religion, and which are peculiar to specific religious 

affiliations. In particular, there have been calls for cross-cultural studies to better integrate 

religion into research (e.g., Tarakeshwar, Stanton, & Pargament, 2003), and these could 

consider using measures of religiosity to complement existing cross-cultural research that 

quantifies religion using affiliation.  
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2. To isolate constructs of religious identity from other identity constructs. While 

many social psychologists have taken care to do this (e.g., Muldoon, Trew, Todd, Rougier, 

& McLaughlin, 2007; Weissbrod, 1983), it is of upmost importance to continue research 

that divorces notions of religion from other identities. For example, all followers of Islam 

are often victims of prejudice because they are automatically associated with militant 

Islamic terrorist groups, even though most do not share their ideologies. Thus, research that 

detaches pure religious identities from other associated identities needs to be continually 

conducted and then, importantly, d isseminated to the general public.    

3. To refine a measure religiosity suitable for all religious and non-religious 

affiliations. Key researchers in the field have noted a surplus in the quantity of scales of 

religiosity (e.g., Gorsuch, 1988; Hill & Hood, 1999), however those in existence tend to be 

Christian-centric and tend not to accommodate the increasingly non-relig ious population. 

This is evidenced by some items that cannot be answered by those who do not self-identify 

with a religion
v
. Equally as problemat ic is the scoring protocol of most religiosity measures. 

For example, a hypothetical low religiosity score would be expected from an Atheist.  

It would also be expected from an Agnostic individual, and also from an indiv idual who 

identifies with a relig ion but has low levels of personal religiosity. Future research could 

consider a scale of religiosity that is valid for the religious and non-religious.  

 

5. CONCLUSION/DISCUSSION 
 

This chapter has discussed the relationship between social psychology and religion, 

and in particular the importance of careful operationalizat ion of relig ion as a variable for 

use in scientific study. As reviewed, the psychology of relig ion has spent the majority of its 

existence attempting to address concerns of measurement (Gorsuch, 1988), with a large 

portion of the literature teasing apart different constructs of personal relig ion, and the 

development of scales to measure these constructs (Hill & Hood, 1999). I have discussed 

two key methods for quantifying relig ion as a variable in scientific research (i.e., religious 

affiliation vs. individual difference measures of religiosity), and discussed how they have 

been used throughout the literature. To summarize, it appears that for intra-personal 

processes relig ion quantified through affiliation or through rel igiosity dimensions tends to 

produce similar patterns of results. However, in  inter-personal processes, religion quantified 

as relig iosity appears to reveal nuanced trends in the results of research that religious 

affiliation does not. 

I would suggest that the more complex results produced by religion quantified as 

religiosity is an issue of categorization hierarchy. Within each religious affiliation group, 

the importance of the relig ious affiliat ion will vary between members, which arguably 

makes indiv idual-level measures of relig ion (i.e., religiosity) a subordinate, and thus  more 

meaningful method for quantification than the superordinate group-level measure  

(i.e ., relig ious affiliat ion). Arguably, categories of religion are over-inclusive, and religion 

might need to be compartmentalized into smaller categories, such as captured by measures 

of relig iosity.  

Although trends in the literature suggest that the field has moved beyond a focus on 

measurement, the conundrum of which quantification to use still exists. I suggest that to 

resolve this conundrum, researchers must simply conduct a costs-benefits analysis; 

religious affiliat ion is crude yet simple, religiosity provides a more sophisticated variable 

which allows refined hypothesizing and requires superior understanding and interpretations. 

Both methods of quantification appear valid, and have unique benefits, however measures 

of relig iosity should be used where possible as they provide a more sophisticated 
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understanding of the social psychology of religion than can be achieved by simpler 

quantification through categorical religious affiliation.  
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i
I acknowledge that referring to Atheism as a religious category is not only an oxymoron, but also a contradiction 
that many Atheists find offensive and simply incorrect. However, when asked to nominate their religious 

affiliation in a census or survey, this is the only way of identifying as non-religious. This also extends to 
psychology research using ‘religion’ as a demographic variable. For this reason, I place this phrase between 
quotation marks. 
ii
This statistic includes those who identify as Atheist , but also as secular, agnostic, or non-religious. The report 

citing this statistic did not provide a further breakdown of this figure because this global survey did not offer 

further options in all cultures. Individuals may also prefer alternative labels in order to avoid stigma associated 
with identifying as Atheist (Gervais & Norenzayan, 2012; Gervais et al., 2011). Other statistics suggest  that 
approximately 1/5 of those who do not affiliate with a religion are truly atheistic (World fact book, 2013). 
iii

Terrorism is (of course) not unique to Islam. Other religious groups have also been linked to terror (i.e., Irish 

Republican Army [IRA], Jewish Defense League [JDL]). Indeed, all major religions of the world have at some 
level been involved with sectarian-based violence or terror (Fox, 2009; Juergensmeyer, 2001; Muldoon, 2004). 

However, the majority of the psychology of religion literature reveals that violence and terror are associated with 
Islam, and negative perceptions of Islamic individuals. Dialogue on this topic is beyond the scope of this chapter, 
however, for a discussion see Martin (2012). 
iv

There is also an ongoing dialogue between social psychologists on the differences between religion and 

religiosity and other related constructs such as spirituality and indigenous aspects of religion. This is out of the 

intended scope of this chapter; for a discussion on the evolved meanings of religion and spirituality as constructs, 
see Hill et al. (2000) 
v
An example of this would be the first  item of the Quest Scale (“As I grow and change, I expect my religion also 

to grow and change”; Batson & Schoenrade, 1991). An individual who does not have a religious affiliation would 
find this hard to answer.   
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