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Religious and Spiritual Struggle among Indonesian Students: Who 

Struggle More, Males or Females? 

 
Abstract— Previous studies in the West have found that gender impacts upon 

religiousness. However, religiousness is also affected by culture, and several studies 

in Indonesia found no gender effect. This study investigates whether there is a 

gender effect on another aspect of religion, called religious and spiritual struggle. 

The Four Basic Dimensions of Religiousness Scale (4BDRS) and Religious and 

Spiritual Struggles Scale (RS/S) were distributed to 153 students from two Christian 

universities in Jakarta and Tangerang area, Indonesia. The results showed that there 

were no gender differences in religiousness (p>.05). However, there were gender 

differences in religious and spiritual struggle (t (151) = 2.82, p<.01), male students 

(M=53.65, SD=14.41, N=80) reported significantly higher religious/spiritual 

struggles than female students (M=47.48, SD=12.48, N=73). Thus, even though male 

and female students show the same degree of religiousness, male students might be 

struggling religiously more than their female counterparts. The specific culture of 

Indonesia that allows more overlapping roles between men and women might 

explain the absence of gender differences in the religiousness of Indonesian 

Christian students. However, men and women respond and cope differently with 

strain, which in turn causes a higher degree of R/S struggle in male students. 

Understanding such gender similarities and differences could be crucial in shaping 

the implementation of religious education in schools and universities. 

 

Keywords: religiousness, religious and spiritual struggles, gender differences, 

Indonesia, Christian universities 

 

 

Introduction 

According to Gallup News in 2010, 99% of the population in Indonesia deemed religion as an 

important part of their daily life, compared to only 65% in the US, and 24% in Japan 

(Crabtree, 2010). There is no doubt that Indonesia is one of the most religious countries in the 

world. The Gallup News highlights the fact that religiousness tends to decrease with the 

increasing wealth of the nation. In fact, the US is an anomaly among developed countries 

because it still displays a rather high religiosity. 

 

The Gallup News seems to suggest that religiousness is a coping strategy for the population in 

poor countries. Indeed, previous studies have shown that religiousness can have positive 

contributions to subjective well-being (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Ysseldyk, 

Matheson, & Anisman, 2010). However, the effect of religiousness is not always positive. 

Religiousness can also be linked to religious and spiritual struggles (Exline & Rose, 2013). 

Exline et al. developed the Religious and Spiritual Struggle Scale (RS/S) that measures aspects 

of religious belief, practice, and experience, that can cause negative emotions and thoughts, 

anxiety, or conflict (Exline, Pargament, Grubbs, & Yali, 2014). This current study focuses on 

the gender differences in the experience of religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles.  
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Studies in the West often found that women are more religious than men. Miller & Stark even 

hypothesized that gender differences in religiousness are caused by an innate risk-taking 

behavioral difference between males and females, that might be acquired very early, either 

through biological predisposition or early socialization (2002). Thus, according to Miller & 

Stark (2002), risk aversion can be added to other “feminine traits” that avoid risk-taking 

behaviors (e.g., drug-taking, delinquency, unsafe sexual practices, and business related risk-

taking), which in turn predict higher religiosity in women. 

 

However, other studies have warned that such gender differences in religiousness might not be 

universal. Schnabel (2015) demonstrated a variation among Christian groups in America, 

where women did not reveal higher religiosity in all measures. Sullins wrote that in a third of 

nations (World Values Survey), women are no actively religious than men (2006). Sullins 

went on to claim that social factors are more critical for understanding gender differences in 

religiousness rather than physiological or personality factors alone. Roth also demonstrated 

that biologically-based risk-preference theory is not a compelling explanation of women’s 

higher religiousness (2007). Voas et al. observed a convergence in the religious involvement 

of men and women, as countries become more secular and more men and women become 

equals in the eyes of the law (2013). Other research has demonstrated differences in 

religiousness between men and women in different economic situations (Hastings & Lindsay, 

2013; Schnabel, 2016). Thus, it seems that social, cultural and even economic factors might 

play important roles in predicting gender differences in religiousness. A previous study in 

Indonesia found no gender differences in religiousness between Christian students (Sani, 

Aditya, Martoyo, & Pramono, 2018). 

 

How does religiousness relate to religious and spiritual (R/S) struggles? Previous studies have 

had mixed results. Some aspects of religiousness can be beneficial, while others might become 

a burden (Exline, 2013). Aditya et al. showed that the multidimensionality of religion may 

have different effects on R/S struggles: behaving increases R/S struggles, while believing and 

bonding decreases R/S struggles (Aditya, Sani, Martoyo, & Pramono, 2018). It is therefore 

important to use multidimensional measures when studying the effects of religiousness on R/S 

struggles.  

 

University students who on their way to adulthood may be prone to experience R/S struggles 

(Johnson & Hayes, 2003). Although R/S struggles can be the result of a life-crisis and/or 

stressors (Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez, 1998), struggles may also result from a normal 

questioning of God and religion (Abu-Raiya & Pargament, 2015; Abu-Raiya, Pargament, & 

Krause, 2016). This study focuses on the large portion of students who do not experience 

major stressors, but may nevertheless experience R/S struggles (RS/S) as a part of their 

emerging adulthood. College students who suffer from RS/S are prone to problems with 

adaptation, physical and mental health problems, and risky behaviors (Bryant & Astin, 2008; 

Wortmann, Park, & Edmondson, 2012).  

 

Saroglou & Cohen wrote that the impact of religiousness is influenced by culture (2013). 

However, research on the impact of religiousness on R/S struggles in Indonesia is rare. The 
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present paper will fill this gap by focusing on gender differences in religiousness and R/S 

struggles. 

 

According to Saroglou, religiousness consists of four dimensions: believing, bonding, 

behaving, and belonging (2011). Believing refers to the cognitive aspect of religiousness, 

while bonding represents the affective/emotional component of religiousness. Believing 

consists of a set of beliefs or ideas about God/Gods/ or other transcendent entity, while 

bonding refers to the emotional connection to external transcendence through prayer/ritual. 

Behaving refers to the moral action and focuses on adherence to norms, regulations, and 

performances, while belonging refers to cohesion with others from the same community of 

beliefs.  

 

An RS/S can be classified into three groups: supernatural, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 

(Pargament, Murray-Swank, Magyar, & Ano, 2005). A supernatural struggle is caused by a 

belief/relationship with God or other supernatural beings, such as a personal anger toward God 

or the devil for bad things in life. An interpersonal struggle is caused by conflicts with 

religious/spiritual groups/individuals, whereas an intrapersonal struggle refers to an internal 

conflict in the person’s thinking or behavior. 

 

Thus, internal or external factors can trigger an RS/S. Social support from a religious 

community may determine the degree of RS/S. Someone with a higher degree of social 

support shows a lower level of RS/S than others with a lower level of social support 

(McConnell, Pargament, Ellison, & Flanelly, 2006). Hall and Edwards found that someone 

with higher extrinsic religiosity and lower intrinsic religiosity has a higher degree of RS/S 

(Hall & Edwards, 2002). 

 

Based on a previous study of Christian students in Indonesia, this paper hypothesizes that 

there is no significant difference of religiousness between male and female students. There are 

currently no known studies in Indonesia on gender differences in RS/S, so the results of this 

study are difficult to predict. However, Milot and Ludden found that rural adolescent boys 

who think that religion is important in their lives report higher levels of academic self-efficacy 

and school bonding than those who do not think that religion is important (2009). They found 

that religiousness is more pronounced in boys than girls. Thus, it is possible that the effects of 

religiousness on RS/S is also more pronounced in male than female students. 

 

Methods 

A. Participants 

The data were taken from 153 students of two Christian universities in Jakarta and Tangerang 

area, Indonesia. This study only focused on gender differences. The sample consisted of 

roughly equal male and female students (80 male and 73 female students). From the two 

universities, 78% and 89% of the sample were Christians, with a few students from other 

religions. Theoretically, the scales should apply generally across different religions and this 
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study focuses only on gender differences. We have reported on the investigation of specific 

religions elsewhere (Sani, Aditya, Martoyo, & Pramono, 2018). 

 

B. Measures 

The Four Basic Dimensions of Religiousness (4-BDRS) and the Religious and Spiritual 

Struggles Scale (RS/S) were used in this study. The 4-BDRS was used to measure 

religiousness, which consists of four dimensions: believing, bonding, behaving, and 

belonging. Three items on a 7-point Likert scale are used to rate each dimension. The 

measured total religiousness is the sum of these four dimensions. In this study, the internal 

reliability of the 4-BDRS measured with Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89.  

 

Religious and spiritual struggles were measured with RS/S. The RS/S utilizes 26 items on 5-

point Likert scale, which has six dimensions: divine, demonic, interpersonal, moral struggle, 

meaning, and doubt. This study was interested only in the total score of RS/S. The internal 

reliability of the RS/S measured with Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91. 

 

C. Results 

TABLE I.  SAMPLE DESCRIPTIVE AND T-TEST RESULTS 

 M SD df t p 

4BDRS M 59.86 13.35  

151 

 

−1.53 

 

.13  F 63.08 12.53 

RSS M 53.65 14.41  

2.82* 

 

.005  F 47.48 12.48 

a. * p<0.01, two-tailed 

b. M=Mean. SD=Standard Deviation. df=degree of freedom. 
t=result of independent sample t-test  

 

 

 

The results showed no significant differences in the total religiousness of male and female 

students (p>.05). However, there was a significant difference in RS/S between male students 

and their female counterparts (t (151) = 2.82, p<.01). Male students (M=53.65, SD=14.41, 

N=80) reported significantly higher religious/spiritual struggles than female students 

(M=47.48, SD=12.48, N=73). 

 

Discussions 

This study confirms the previous study that reported no significant differences in the 

religiousness of male and female Christian students in Indonesia (Sani, Aditya, Martoyo, & 

Pramono, 2018). This finding also adds to data indicating that gender differences in 

religiousness might not apply universally (Sullins, 2006; Roth & Kroll, 2007; Hastings & 

Lindsay, 2013; Voas, McAndrew, & Storm, 2013; Schnabel, 2015; 2016). Sani et al. argued 

that men and women in Indonesia seem to be living in a more egalitarian way, and living in 

dual-earner households, with women engaging in various functions and leadership roles in the 

workplace (2018). This result is in accordance with the findings of Voas et al., who observed a 
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convergence in the religious involvement of men and women in more secular (European) 

countries, where men and women have equal rights in the eyes of the law (2013). Loewenthal 

et al. also concluded that gender differences in religiousness are culturally (sub-culture) 

specific, and that the common notion that women are more religious than men cannot be 

generalized (2002). 

 

Research by Hofstede shed light on the masculine/feminine dimension of culture. Societies 

where men are thought to be assertive, tough, focused on material success, while women are 

expected to be modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life, are said to be masculine 

societies (2010). In other words, in a masculine culture, the roles of men and women are more 

sharply contrasted. If both men and women are expected to have more overlapping roles, the 

culture is called feminine. According to Hofstede’s masculinity index, the Indonesian culture 

(masculinity = 42) is more feminine than the US (masculinity = 62), China (masculinity = 66), 

Italy (masculinity = 70), and Japan (masculinity = 95) (Hofstede Insights). 

 

Hofstede also argued that Christianity displays a balanced tension between masculine 

teachings (an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth), and feminine ideas (turn the other cheek). It 

seems that this balanced tension in Christian concepts, combined with the more feminine 

Indonesian culture, is manifested in similar levels of religiousness in male and female students 

in Indonesia. 

 

On the other hand, our sample showed significant gender differences in R/S struggles. Male 

students reported higher R/S struggles than female students. Although there wbs no difference 

in the total religiousness of male and female students, each dimension of religiousness may 

function differently for males and females. Aditya et al. found that while the Believing 

(cognitive) and bonding (affective) dimensions of religiousness decrease R/S struggles, the 

behaving (morality) dimension increases R/S struggles. Since women, in general, are more 

attuned to their emotions, the bonding dimension, which helps to buffer against R/S struggles, 

tends to be more pronounced. However, more research is required to investigate gender 

differences in the different dimensions of religiousness and their effect on R/S struggles.  

 

Based on the general strain theory (GST) proposed by Broidy & Agnew, who argued that 

males and females respond and cope differently to strain (1997), Joon Jang found that the 

same level of religiosity is more likely to help African American women avoid conflict with 

other people in reaction to the same level of anger and depression/anxiety than African 

American men (2007). Thus, women tend to internalize strain (depression and anxiety) and 

men tend to externalize their reactions to strain (anger, deviant behavior). This gender 

difference in coping strategies might explain the results of this study. Although no gender 

differences in total religiousness were observed, male students reported significantly higher 

R/S struggles than female students. 

 

Krause et al. found that religious coping impacts more on men’s alcohol use (2018). 

Furthermore, Maselko and Kubzansky (2006) discovered that the relationship between 

religious activities and health and well-being are stronger in men than in women. Hvidtjørn 
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wrote that men tend to use more negative coping strategies than women, such as “felt punished 

by God for my lack of devotion,” or “wondered what I did for God to punish me (2014).” It 

seems that men are more sensitive to strain, and combined with the specific image of God held 

by men, this leads to more R/S struggles in men than women. 

 

This study’s results might imply that we should not treat men and women differently in terms 

of religious roles. Developing the feminine traits, such as (emotional) bonding (with God), 

might be beneficial for reducing R/S struggles in men. Aditya et al. also argued that putting a 

one-sided emphasis on the external behaving dimension, without intrinsic religious 

understanding, might increase R/S struggles (2018). This study suggests we should rethink the 

many ways we implement religious education in schools and universities. Generating healthy 

debates about religion and God might be beneficial for cultivating an intrinsic cognitive and 

affective religious understanding than blind authoritarian indoctrination. Imposing 

authoritarian rules of obedience may also inhibit authentic religious growth and create more 

R/S struggles than voluntary, winsome approaches.   

 

Conclusions 

Although many studies in the West have discovered that women are more religious than men, 

this study found no significant differences in the religiousness of male and female students in 

two Christian universities in Indonesia. Social and cultural explanations for this gender 

similarity in religiousness might be more compelling than physiological and personality 

theories that posit an inherent essential gender difference. The balanced masculine/feminine 

teachings in Christianity, combined with a culture that allows more overlapping roles for men 

and women, seem to explain the absence of gender differences in religiousness among 

Christian students in Indonesia. 

 

On the other hand, male students reported higher R/S struggles than female students. The 

different ways men and women respond and cope with strain seem to explain this difference. 

Women are more attuned to their emotions and tend to internalize their responses to strain 

more than men. Thus, with the same level of religiousness, men experience more R/S 

struggles than women. 

 

Religious education that is open to debate and voluntary participation might be more 

beneficial than an authoritarian and rigid insistence on obedience. 

 

Acknowledgement 

This research is supported by the Indonesian Ministry of Research and Higher Education No: 

021/KM/PNT/2018, March 6, 2018; Kontrak Penelitian Dasar Unggulan Perguruan Tinggi 

No: 147/LPPM-UPH/IV/2018. 

 

 

 

 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 229

335



References 

 

Abu-Raiya, H., & Pargament, K. I. (2015). Religious coping among diverse religions: Commonalities and 

divergences. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 7, 24-33.  

Abu-Raiya, H., Pargament, K. I., & Krause, N. (2016). Religion as problem, religion as solution: Religious 

buffers of the links between religious/spiritual struggles and well-being/mental health. Quality of Life 

Research, 25, 1265-1274.  

Aditya, Y., Sani, R., Martoyo, I., & Pramono, R. (2018, September 12th-14th). The potential dark side of 

religiousness: Can it be associated with religious and spiritual struggles? Paper presented at the 2nd 

International Conference on Intervention and Applied Psychology (ICIAP), Universitas Indonesia, 

Depok, Indonesia. 

Broidy, L., & Agnew, R. (1997). Gender and crime: A general strain theory perspective. Journal of Research in 

Crime and Delinquency, 34, 275-306. 

Bryant, A. N., & Astin, H. S. (2008). The correlates of spiritual struggle during the college years. The Journal of 

Higher Education, 79, 1-27.  

Crabtree, S. (2010, August 31st). Religiosity highest in world’s poorest nations. Gallup News. Retrieved from 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/142727/religiosity-highest-world-poorest-nations.aspx 

Diener, E., Suh, E. M., Lucas, R. E., & Smith, H. L. (1999). Subjective well-being: Three decades of progress. 

Psychological Bulletin, 125, 276-302.  

Exline, J. J. (2013). Religious and spiritual struggles. In K. I. Pargament (Ed.), APA handbook of psychology, 

religion, and spirituality (Vol 1): Context, theory, and research (Vol. 1, pp. 459-475). Washington: 

American Psychological Association. 

Exline, J. J., & Rose, E. D. (2013). Religious and spiritual struggles. In C. L. Paloutzian & R.L. Park (Eds.), 

Handbook of the psychology of religion and spirituality (2nd ed., pp. 379-397). New York: Guilford 

Press.  

Exline, J. J., Pargament, K. I., Grubbs, J. B., & Yali, A. M. (2014). The religious and spiritual struggles scale: 

Development and initial validation. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 6, 208-222.  

Hall, T. W., & Edwards, K. J. (2002). The spiritual assessment inventory: A theistic model and measure for 

assessing spiritual development. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 41, 341-357.  

Hastings, O. P., & Lindsay, D. M. (2013). Rethinking religious gender differences: The case of elite women. 

Sociology of Religion, 74, 471-495. 

Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2005). Cultures and organizations: Software of the mind (Vol. 2). 

New York: Mcgraw-hill. 

Hofstede Insights. Country Comparison. Retrieved from https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-

countries/. 

Hvidtjørn, D., Hjelmborg, J., Skytthe, A., Christensen, K., & Hvidt, N. C. (2014). Religiousness and religious 

coping in a secular society: The gender perspective. Journal of Religion and Health, 53, 1329-1341.  

Johnson, C. V., & Hayes, J. A. (2003). Troubled spirits: Prevalence of predictors of religious and spiritual 

concerns among university students and counseling center clients. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 

50, 409-419.  

Joon Jang, S. (2007). Gender differences in strain, negative emotions, and coping behaviors: A general strain 

theory approach. Justice Quarterly, 24, 523-553.  

Krause, N., Pargament, K. I., Hill, P. C., & Ironson, G. (2018). Assessing gender differences in the relationship 

between religious coping responses and alcohol consumption. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 21, 

93-104.  

Loewenthal, K. M., MacLeod, A. K., & Cinnirella, M. (2002). Are women more religious than men? Gender 

differences in religious activity among different religious groups in the UK. Personality and Individual 

Differences, 32, 133-139.  

Maselko, J., & Kubzansky, L. D. (2006). Gender differences in religious practices, spiritual experiences and 

health: Results from the US General Social Survey. Social Science & Medicine, 62(11), 2848-2860.  

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 229

336



McConnell, K. M., Pargament, K. I., Ellison, C. G., & Flanelly, K. J. (2006). Examining the Links Between 

Spiritual Struggles and Symptoms of Psychopathology in a National Sample. Journal of Clinical 

Psychology, 62, 1469-1484.  

Miller, A. S., & Stark, R. (2002). Gender and religiousness: Can socialization explanations be saved?. American 

Journal of Sociology, 107, 1399-1423.  

Milot, A. S., & Ludden, A. B. (2009). The effects of religion and gender on well-being, substance use, and 

academic engagement among rural adolescents. Youth & Society, 40, 403-425.  

Pargament, K. I., Murray-Swank, N. A., Magyar, G. M., & Ano, G. G. (2005). Spiritual struggle: A 

phenomenon of interest to psychology and religion. In in W.R. Miller & H.D. Delaney (Eds.), Judeo-

Christian perspective on Psychology: Human nature, motivation, and change (pp. 245-267). 

Washington: American Psycholoigical Association. 

Pargament, K. I., Smith, B. W., Koenig, H., & Perez, L. M. (1998). Patterns of positive and negative religous 

coping with major life stressors. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 37, 710-724.  

Roth, L. M., & Kroll, J. C. (2007). Risky business: Assessing risk preference explanations for gender 

differences in religiosity. American Sociological Review, 72, 205-220.  

Sani, R., Aditya, Y., Martoyo, I., & Pramono, R. (2018, September 5th-6th). Multidimensional Religiousness 

among Christian and Muslim students: Are there gender differences in Indonesia? Presented at the 

International Conference of Psychotechnology (ICOP), Binus Alam Sutera, Indonesia. 

Saroglou, V. (2011). Believing, bonding, behaving, and belonging: The big four religious dimensions and 

cultural variation. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 42(8), 1320-1340.  

Saroglou, V., & Cohen, A. B. (2013). Cultural and cross-cultural psychology of religion. In R. F. Paloutzian & 

C. L. Park (Eds.), Handbook of the psychology of religion and spirituality (2nd ed., pp. 330–353). New 

York: Guilford Press. 

Schnabel, L. (2015). How religious are American women and men? Gender differences and similarities. Journal 

for the Scientific Study of Religion, 54(3), 616-622. 

Schnabel, L. (2016). The gender pray gap: Wage labor and the religiosity of high-earning women and men. 

Gender & Society, 30, 643-669.  

Sullins, D. P. (2006). Gender and religion: Deconstructing universality, constructing complexity. American 

Journal of Sociology, 112, 838-880.  

Voas, D., McAndrew, S., & Storm, I. (2013). Modernization and the gender gap in religiosity: Evidence from 

cross-national European surveys. KZfSS Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 65, 

259-283.  

Wortmann, J. H., Park, C. L., & Edmondson, D. (2012). Spiritual struggle and adjustment to loss in college 

students: Moderation by denomination. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 22, 303-

320.  

Ysseldyk, R., Matheson, K., & Anisman, H. (2010). Religiosity as identity: toward an understanding of religion 

from a social identity perspective. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 14, 60-71. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 229

337




