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Religious meaning-making - analysis of World Values Survey

Abstract
Religions are said to bring meaning into an otherwise chaotic world. The purpose of this article is to 

evaluate that meaning-making capacity on an empirical basis. To do so I use data from World 

Values Survey, especially data concerning the Nordic countries. 

There is a strong, negative correlation between feeling that life is meaningless and feeling happy. 

Hence, if religions do bring meaning to the life of believers, religious people might be happier. That 

is in fact the finding of this study. Also they are less prone to feelings of meaninglessness, 

independently of how happy they are. It seems that they are better at making meaning of life.

The correlation between religiousness and happiness are positive for almost every group; it does not 

matter if they are rich or poor, whether they are well educated and so on. Some groups, though, 

have stronger correlations than others. For instance widowed have a rather strong correlation 

compared to say, singles. The reason could be that when confronted with death coping is done by 

meaning-making.

In sum religious meaning-making seems to have a significant effect on people’s perception of life, 

especially when it comes to dealing with unsolvable problems like death.

Keywords: Religion, meaning, coping, happiness, death, Nordic countries.

1. Introduction 
Since religion is such a diverse phenomenon, many different definitions have been attempted. Some 

of them emphasize that religion brings order, wholeness and meaning into an otherwise chaotic 

world. Significant exponents of this type are e.g. van Baal & van Beek, Berger, Eliade, C. Geertz 

and King (Bilde 1991:9). 

The purpose of this article is to examine religious meaning-making through empirical means. The 

primary aim is to clarify how well this meaning-making works, i.e. to evaluate it on the basis of 
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functional criteria. To do so I first present some general correlations between religion, meaning and 

happiness. Then some more specific figures which deals with loss of spouse. Empirical data is 

drawn from the international study program, World Values Survey (WVS).

1.1 WVS
WVS is a quantitative study of changing values and their impact on social and political life. The 

WVS in collaboration with EVS (European Values Study) carried out five waves of surveys, from 

1981 to 2007. So far, the program includes representative national surveys in 97 societies 

containing almost 90% of world population (cf. www.worldvaluessurvey.org).

Coming from Denmark I took a special interest in the Danish figures. Denmark is included in the 

form of The Danish Value Study which underlies several publications on Danish values (including 

Gundelach 2002, 2004)i. I continually review international and Danish figures. Where the Danish 

population is too small (i.e. do not give significant results), I use Nordic figures instead. In doing so 

it becomes possible to neutralize factors which would otherwise make the international figures 

incomparable.

The huge data-material in the WVS has several advantages: First, we obtain significant values even 

when working with smaller groupings. Secondly, the figures are global and cross-cultural and as 

such eliminate some of the local and regional characteristics in favour of more general 

characteristics. A 'but', however, is that the survey has a certain cultural bias in that there is a 

predominance of Christian European countries. Africa on the other hand is much under-represented.

The data material, that this paper is based on, is taken from the first four wavesii. Overall, it contains 

no less than 267,870 cases. The Danish and Nordic data sets are, respectively, 3235 and 15,887 

casesiii.

1.2 Indicators of religiosity 
The WVS includes a number of indicators of religiosity. Respondents are e.g. asked about faith, 

practice, church attendance and importance of religion in one's life. Not all of these questions are 

useful for a cross-cultural analysis. Some of them were asked in a very limited number of countries. 

Others have a denominational bias, e.g. the belief in “God” is an essential part of Christianity but 

not of Buddhism.

The question of how “important” religion is in one's lifeiv works better as a universal measure of 

religiosity, and a very large proportion of respondents gave a valid response (87.6%)v. In an 
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alternative, that 89% answered, respondents were asked whether they perceived of themselves as ”a 

religious person”, ”not a religious person” or ”a convinced atheist”vi. If we want to compare 

religious and secular world views, this question has the advantage of specifically indicating both. 

A source of error, though, in these two indicators might be that they are not very concrete and do 

not measure if respondents actually practice religion in terms of prayer, meditation, going to church 

and so forth. Instead they use rather abstract terms that might have different connotations in 

different cultures and groups. Former studies in Denmark actually indicates that Danes are 

unwilling to name themselves ”religious” because to some it has a ring of fanaticism to it (Lüchau 

2005:47). Therefore another wording was chosen in Denmark, and people were asked instead if 

they consider themselves to be ”a believing person”vii. This means that a direct comparison between 

Danish and international figures are more uncertain, but the whole matter also illustrates how 

difficult it is to make cross-cultural comparisons on a global scale.

I will keep using both measures of religiosity but also include others, such as belief in “life after 

death”viii. The last indicator is 'narrow' enough to be a measure of religiosity, and so 'wide' that it 

covers all major religions' beliefs about death and therefore has no cultural bias. At the same time it 

is concrete and hardly suffers from the same value-laden connotations that the term “religious” 

does. A problem, though, might be that it does not include all religious. 34% of Danes say they 

believe in “life after death”, 65% say they believe in “God” and as many as 73% consider 

themselves “believers”. Belief in “life after death” is clearly the narrowest of the three criteria.

2. Meaning and purpose in life 
The WVS asks: “How often, if at all, do you think about the meaning and purpose of life?” Valid 

response categories are “often”, “sometimes”, “rarely” and “never” (WVS 2000 Questionnaire)ix. 

We are now going to examine if responses correlate with religiosity. 

As mentioned earlier religions are said to bring order, wholeness and meaning to life. If so, one 

could imagine that those who answered “often” to the above question are more religious than 

average. This could be established in at least two ways; first, if those seeking answers to life's big 

questions felt attracted to religiosity and second, if those who are religious were inspired by 

religions' inclination to deal with these issues. In both cases you would expect that religiosity 

correlates positively with the answer “often”. 

An exception could be that religious people with tradition-bound, or fundamentalist, beliefs would 

be less inclined to ponder the meaning of life. If we are bound by traditional answers, or think we 
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know the answers with certainty, there might be less need to think about them. In the following I 

will test those hypotheses.

2.1 Correlations with religiosity 
Data from the WVS indicate that religiosity correlates moderately positive (γx =.232; sig. .000xi) 

with thinking about the meaning and purpose of life. 54% of those to whom religion is “very 

important” ”often” think about the meaning of life. The same is true for only 32% of those who do 

not ascribe any significance to religion (sig. .000).

When we turn to Danish conditions the trend is even more pronounced leaving a very strong 

correlation (γ =.430; sig. .000). No less than 76% of the Danes who see religion as “very important” 

also “often” think about the meaning and purpose of life. The same is true for only 23% of those 

who do not ascribe any significance to religion (sig. .000) (see fig. 2.1). Thus, even if the trend is 

similar, there are considerable differences between Danish and international figures. Very religious 

Danes think much more about meaning and purpose of life than the average of very religious people 

in the WVS. The least religious Danes, on the other hand, think considerably less about the issue 

than average for that group in the WVS. It calls for an explanation.

Fig. 2.1: WVS dk - thinking of meaning as a function of religiosity.
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Part of an explanation could simply be that Danes are reluctant to mention religion as “very 

important”. If that is so, Danes who still do might actually be more religious than people elsewhere 

who uses the same term. And since being more religious makes you think more about these issues, 

it might contribute to religious Danes scoring relatively high. The broader category of “believing” 

Danes thus do not think too much about the meaning of life; 36% of them answered “often” (sig. .

000).

A contributing factor could also be found in the 'privatized' religiosity we find on Danish soil. 

Danes are marked by religious pluralism and autonomy which means that in part we ourselves put 

together our faith. Typically, we also think that there are truths in many religions (see Andersen & 

Riis 2002). As we shall see in the next section, such autonomy would entail a great deal of 

reflection on metaphysical issues which thus becomes an integral part of the privatized religiosity. 

A third contributing factor could be that Denmark is such a non-religious community. Only 8% of 

Danes indicate that religion is “very important”. The same says 40% of WVS respondents as a 

whole. In some Muslim countries this figure is even close to 100% (e.g. Indonesia, Egypt and 

Jordan). In comparison with other more religious countries, Danes are less socialized into religiosity 

which is also reflected in the number that indicates they have been given a religious upbringingxii 

(43% in dk, compared with 67% overall). In some countries it is close to 100% (e.g. Poland). 

Looking at how often you participated in religious services as a child (12 years)xiii, the difference is 

even more pronounced: 10% of Danes indicates that they did it once or several times a week. 

Overall, the figure is 47% for European countries.

All these numbers indicate in different ways that religiosity is not so naturally linked to the lives of 

Danes as it may be elsewhere. If you as a Dane still choose to be religious, it might require more 

thought and reflection on the metaphysical issues.

Interestingly, however, atheism according to WVS is not significantly stronger in Denmark (5%) 

than in the world as a hole (4%). So Danes are more 'non-religious' than genuinely atheistic. This 

suggests that many Danes simply do not care much about metaphysics. The American sociologist 

Phil Zuckerman reaches similar conclusions based on qualitative interviews. In his recently released 

book, ”Society without God”, he notes that many Danes are characterized by taking secularism for 

granted (Zuckerman 2008). This truism may explain why non-religious Danes cares so little about 

metaphysics. 

Zuckerman lists several possible reasons for the lack of Danes involvement in religion, such as 

degree of safety in Danish society. He refers to Norris & Inglehart who in their revised 
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secularization theory emphasizes 'security'. They propose the hypothesis that ”growing up in 

societies in which survival is uncertain is conducive to a strong emphasis on religion” (Norris & 

Inglehart 2004:219). Conversely, growing up in a safe society would undermine this commitment, 

and thus bring about secularism. 

As we shall see in later examples data from WVS corroborate a presumption that you think more 

about meaning and purpose in life if your life is hard. The good political, social and economic 

conditions in Denmark could be the reason why so many Danes reflect so relatively little on the 

topic. There is, so to speak, less to cope with than in other parts of the world. Conversely, one could 

imagine that religiosity is emphasized more by Danes who, unlike the majority, have a lot to cope 

with. I shall return to that subject.

Looking closely at atheists we discover an interesting deviation from the above pattern. 

Internationally, it turns out that atheists think more about meaning and purpose of life (36% 

answered “often”) than the non-religious (32%) - although not nearly as much as the religious do 

(47%) (sig. .000). The non-religious therefore appear to be relatively uninterested in metaphysical 

issues which may also be why they have not taken a clear stand. Atheists relate a bit more active to 

these issues. 36% of Danish atheists answered "often" which is thus in line with international 

figures (sig. .000).

2.2 Private vs. tradition-bound 
Let us now take a closer look at the relatively large group indicating that religion is either ”rather” 

or ”very” important to them. It is 65%xiv of those who have received the question and gave a valid 

response. Much of the world population therefore lies within these two categories. As a hole they 

think a lot about meaning and purpose of life, but does it depend on the nature of their religiosity; 

whether it is autonomous and pluralistic or tradition-bound?

WVS contains a couple of questions that may give us some insight into this relationship. E.g. it is 

asked whether respondents “stick to one particular faith” or “explores the teachings of various 

religious traditions”. It was asked only once (in the third wave) and in a few European countries 

which do not include Denmarkxv. We therefore only have answers from a rather narrow cultural 

context. Judging from that context, however, there seems to be a connection. There is a slight 

tendency for the religious people who have an exploratory or testing religiosity to also think more 

about the meaning and purpose of life (γ =.043; sig. .034). 

This slight tendency, however, turns out to be stronger when we look at it as a non-linear 

7



correlation. 68% of those who indicate the greatest willingness to explore different religious 

teachings, also “often” thinks about meaning and purpose of life. This proportion then gradually 

decreases to approximately 40% in line with a declining tendency to explore. The pattern breaks, 

however, and those who are the most faithful to a particular religion thinks rather much about the 

meaning of life (49% said “often” in this category) (sig. .000) (see fig. 2.2). This is probably due to 

them being also the most religious, for example they get more comfort and strength from religion 

than others, God is more important to them, and they are more religiously activexvi.

Conversely, one must also say that although they are the most religious grouping, they are not the 

group that ponders mostly about the meaning of life. The degree of one's religiosity alone is not 

crucial, but the combination of a person being very religious and having an explorative religiosity. 

Of course, there are other factors than the degree and type of religiosity that counts, e.g. gender and 

educational level. Groups that are in a difficult life situation also thinks relatively much about these 

questions. Nevertheless, it appears that religiosity is important across other factors. One example is 

that women in general think more about these issues than men, but religious men think more about 

them than non-religious women. Religious people in difficult situations think more about them than 

others in a similar situation, etc.

Fig. 2.2: WVS, religion "important" or "very important" - thinking about meaning as a function of religious type.
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2.3 Summary
So far so good. The figures could indicate that making meaning is a kind of religious 'speciality'. 

Certainly, they denote that religiosity is closely related to reflecting on the meaning of life. This 

relationship appears to be stronger the more religious you are, and especially if it is an exploratory, 

independent and pluralistic religiosity which is only to a small degree produced by socialization.

The figures, however, does not in themselves tell if people are religious because they reflect on the 

meaning of life, or if the causal relationship is reversed; that religiosity makes them do so.

On the face of it they also do not tell if people actually get a meaning in life through religiosity? 

And if so, does it mean something to their general perception of life? We shall now try to clarify 

these questions.

3. Religion, meaning, happiness 
The previous investigation has suggested that when seeking answers to life's big questions, we 

typically turn to religion. But is it also a good place to go? “Good” in the sense of effective, i.e. 

from a functional point of view. Or in other words, does religious meaning-making work, and does 

it have a positive effect on the believer's life experience?

3.1 Happiness 
Not surprisingly, data from WVS indicates a very strong negative correlation between feelings of 

meaninglessness and feeling happy (γ =-.391; sig. .000)xvii. If religions are particularly good at 

attributing or giving meaning to life, one could therefore expect that their supporters, all things 

being equal, are happier than others. It seems indeed to be the case. 

27% of the religious respondents claim to be “very happy”, while only 19% of atheist and 21% non-

religious are (sig. .000) (γ =.099; sig. .000). Viewed in terms of degrees of religiosity, we get a 

similar result: 32% of those who believe that religion is “very important” is also “very happy”, 

while it only applies to 19% at the other end of the scale (sig. .000) (γ =.128; sig. .000). 

At first sight, it appears that religiosity has a slightly positive impact on how happy we are. 

However, there are several problems in drawing that conclusion. One of them being that the bar 

graph (Figure 3.1) illustrates a relationship which does not take into account the many other factors 

influencing happiness, such as economy, job, family, health, peace, security, democracy, trust, social 

status etc.. The list of unknowns is long.
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Fig. 3.1: WVS – happiness as a function of world view.

By isolating the Nordic figures, it is possible to neutralize some of these unknowns. All Nordic 

countries are peaceful, well-functioning democracies with prosperity and good social safety nets. 

There is hardly a higher status associated with being religious and vice versa religious people are 

not looked down upon or suffering in large numbers from persecution or discrimination. By looking 

at the Nordic figures we can therefore neutralize some differences which could be critical factors 

for happiness.

If we look at whether respondents are atheists, non-religious or religious, the Nordic figures roughly 

displays the same trend as the international, although the correlation is slightly stronger (γ =.150; 

sig. .000)xviii. Average is also slightly higher, i.e. people of the North are supposedly more fortunate 

than people in general. 29% of atheists are “very happy”. The non-religious figure is 31% and for 

the religious it is 39% (sig. .000). The corresponding figure for those who indicate that religion is 

“very important” is 43% (sig. .000). 

With this, however, we have not mastered all independent variables. One could for instance imagine 

that religious people were happier because they typically were women, well educated, older, 

married, living healthier or had a larger payroll bag. It is possible to test a number of such variables, 

but not all. What I have done is to test the following: Gender, age, educational level, profession, 

income, health, town size and marital status. In the following figures I used the question of whether 
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one is an atheist, non-religious or religious as a measure of religiosity.

The result is that the general trend is maintained. Across the different variables correlations are 

constantly somewhere between zero and strongly positive. No significant γ-values are negative. 

However, there are differences in some parameters, for instance widowed have high figures (γ =.

299; sig. .000), while they are somewhat lower for singles (γ =.111; sig. .001) and cohabiting (γ =.

081; sig. .058).

There is a lot of variation across different job categories. Unskilled stand out with a weak positive 

correlation (γ =.114; sig. .007), while it is strong for farm owners (γ =.303; sig. .006) and the 

various categories of employers / managers (e.g. in companies with “10 or more employees”; γ= .

261; sig. .014). Unemployed have a low and insignificant positive correlation (γ =.056; sig. .394).

Income level has very little relevance. In a ten-point grading scale we see some variation, but there 

are similar values at both ends, such as “second stage” (γ =.218; sig. .000) and “ninth stage” (γ =.

248; sig. .000). Educational attainment does not mean the world. The low-skilled third have a γ-

value of .190 (sig. .000) while the value is .126 (sig. .005) for the highly educated. It does not seem 

to be important how big a city you live in, although villages with “2000 or fewer” people stand out 

at a high value (γ =.237; sig. .000). 

Surprisingly, Nordic women only have a weak correlation (γ =.095; sig. .000), while it is moderate 

for men (γ =.179; sig. .000). It is surprising when one considers that women are the most religious, 

for example 63% of them indicate that they are “a religious person”. 47% of males say the same. 

6% of men are atheists, while only 3% of women (sig. .000).

Gender differences and other differences probably clarify that people does not benefit equally from 

religiosity. Correlations apparently depend on specific conditions, circumstances or contexts. To get 

a detailed understanding of what shapes these differences can also give us a better idea of why there 

is a relationship between religiosity and happiness. 

3.2 Causality?
Preliminary, we note that religiosity seems to have some positive effect on happiness for almost all 

factions. But what is really necessary in order to establish such a causal relationship? Bryman & 

Cramer identifies three criteria that must be met to establish causality: 1) a correlation between two 

variables, 2) that the correlation is not 'false', i.e. in fact due to a third factor that affects both 

variables, and 3) that it is possible to verify that the cause precedes the effect (Bryman & Cramer 

1999:8).
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In respect to the first point, we have got a fairly clear indication that religiosity and happiness 

correlate positively with each other. The second point is harder to establish. First, it requires that 

you have the ability to identify possible factors that may lie behind the correlations and secondly, it 

requires that we can verify their possible impact through our data-material. I have tried to test it in 

the preceding and have not found any indication that the correlation between religiosity and 

happiness is false.

The last point is hardly testable. In principle it might be happiness that makes people religious and 

not vice versa. To my knowledge, though, we do not have too many examples of that in the history 

of religion. There is, however, another option with many historical examples, namely that 

misfortune causes apostasy. When that happens the religious grouping is drained to some extent of 

the unhappy, and, derived from that, the group reaches a higher percentage of happy people.

On the other hand we know from the history of religion also many examples of the opposite, 

namely that misfortune may cause people to seek religion. The question is if not the last process 

neutralizes or even reverses the effect of the previous one. I shall return to this question. At present, 

I will note only that at this point there is no watertight evidence suggesting that religiosity causes 

happiness, but the study points in that direction.

3.3 Intervening variables - meaning-making
To get a more detailed understanding of the causal connection one can search for 'intervening' 

variables. An intervening variable is one that is both product of the independent variable (here, 

religiosity) and having an influence on the dependent variable (here, happiness), i.e. a variable that 

may help to explain the correlation (see Bryman & Cramer 1999:239). Or in other words, explain 

what it is exactly that causes religious people to be happier.

Religion is a multidimensional phenomenon which might interfere with the lives of believers in 

countless ways, be it cognitive, behavioural, moral, social, etc. Most interesting in this context, 

however, it would be if we can establish that the meaning-making capacity of religions has a vital 

importance as intervening factor. 

WVS offers several opportunities to test the issue. One method is asking religious people 

themselves. If we do so many of them indicates that it is indeed faith that gives meaning to life. The 

more religious they are, the more clearly they express that opinion. 77% of those who see religion 

as “very important” declares that: “life is meaningful only because God exists” (sig. .000)xix.

A second series of figures indicates that the religious respondents experience less meaninglessness. 
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5% of them indicate that they “often” have a feeling of meaninglessness. Twice as many atheists 

(11%) say the same thing (sig. .000). Looking at the correlation strength we obtain a γ-value of -.

121 (sig. .000).

Moreover, the value is negative whether or not the person is happy (as shown in table 3.1). It is 

worth noting because you might otherwise believe that religious people only experienced less 

meaninglessness because they were on average happier. That the first thus were derived from the 

other. Instead, it appears that religious people are better at ascribing meaning to life.

Similarly, it is seen that there is a negative correlation between religiosity and meaninglessness 

regardless of whether one in the last couple of weeks have ever felt “depressed or very sad”. Those 

who did feel depressed have a γ-value of -.140 (sig. .000), while it is -.127 (sig. .000) for those who 

did notxx.

Thus we see a number of figures which indicate that religious meaning-making play a positive role. 

It may be that religious people to a lesser extent 'translate' their joys and sorrows into a sense of 

meaninglessness. Given the strong negative correlation between meaninglessness and happiness, it 

could mean that they become happier. Their perception of meaning possibly affects their general life 

experience.

It is interesting also that atheists more often have a sense of meaninglessness than the non-religious 

(6% of the latter group answers “often”). Earlier we saw that atheists thought more about meaning 

and purpose of life than the 'disinterested' non-religious group. The non-religious cared less about 

metaphysical questions, but as suggested by the figures here, it could be because they do not feel 

the need. They rarely experience life as meaningless. At the other end of the scale, atheists and non-

religious, however, stand side by side. In both groups 38% indicate that they “never” feel that life is 

meaningless. 46% of the religious say the same thing (sig. .000).

Feeling of happiness  γ-value Sig.
Very happy -.070 .009

Quite happy -.107 .000

Not very happy -.168 .000

Not at all happy -.077 .546

Tab. 3.1: WVS - correlation between religiosity and meaninglessness depending on how happy the person is.  
Whether the person is religious, not-religious or atheist is used to indicate religiosity.
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It must be said that the question of meaninglessness was only asked in a number of Western, 

Christian countries. Therefore, one can not easily generalize the previous results to a more cross-

cultural, global context. There are also large differences between countries. Norway and Sweden 

actually have positive but insignificant values;  .038 (sig. .467) and .048 (sig. .363) respectively. It 

looks as if religious people in these two Nordic countries feel meaninglessness at least as often as 

other groups. The Danish γ-value is -.129 (sig. .019), and thus is very close to the survey average.

Overall, the Nordic figures on meaninglessness are slightly lower than the international, but exhibit 

almost the same proportional distribution between groups. 3% of the religious indicates that they 

“often” feel meaninglessness. Also 3% of the non-religious and 6% of atheist are saying the same 

thing. At the other end of the scale 46%, 38% and 40% respectively say they "never" feel 

meaninglessness (sig. .000) (γ =-.084; sig. .001).

3.4 Summary
We have observed a positive correlation between religiosity and happiness. It is hardly 'false'. We 

have also seen a very strong negative correlation between meaninglessness and happiness, and it 

seems that religious people are better able to make sense of life. Taken together it might indicate 

that religious meaning-making is an important intervening or explanatory variable for the 

correlation between religiosity and happiness. This would suggest also that religion makes people 

happier. The latter however must be further explored. 

Yet we do not have a clear answer on whether misfortune more frequently make people seek out or 

renounce religion. That is crucial in order to determine whether religiosity causes happiness. In the 

next sections we will draw closer to an answer to this (and other) questions by looking at a specific 

kind of misfortune, namely loss of spouse.

4. Coping with loss of spouse 
So far we have looked at statistical distributions in general. It would, however, also be interesting to 

look at specific groups who are in a difficult life situation and therefore thinks a lot about meaning 

and purpose of life. One might suspect that the difference between religious, non-religious and 

atheists here is more clearly marked. If people do not think too much about these issues of meaning, 

perhaps they are not as likely to feel meaninglessness. But if on the other hand they do ponder the 

issues intensively it might be difficult to avoid meaninglessness - unless they find good, useful 

answers to those speculations.
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4.1 Marital status 
To find out if this is so, we can look at marital status. Whether people are single, married, 

cohabitingxxi, divorced etc. means a lot for how happy they are as a group. In the following analysis 

the North is used as case. Figure 4.1 illustrates Nordic rates. It appears that married couples have 

quite high figures, 40% of them declare that they are “very happy”. Contrastingly divorced, 

separated and widowed are all low, just over 20% of them says so too (sig. .000).

Conversely the last three groups are strongly represented at the other end of the scale with 14-15% 

of them indicating that they are either “not very happy” or “very unhappy”. Only 3% of those who 

are married have responses within one of those two categories. As shown, there are large differences 

across marital status, but the three groups, divorced, separated and widowed, are almost identical 

when we look at how happy they are.

The difficult situation they find themselves in causes them apparently also to think much about the 

purpose and meaning in life. Again we find that the groups lie side by side on the bar graph with 

similar rates (Figure 4.2). 44% of divorcees think “often” about issues of meaning. Respectively 41 

and 46% of separated and widowed say the same. However, although married people was the most 

happy, it is not them who thinks least about the subject. Lowest is the cohabiting; 26% of which 

answered “often” (sig. .000).

Fig. 4.1: WVS Nordic countries - happiness as a function of marital status.
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Fig. 4.2: WVS Nordic countries - thinking about meaning as a function of marital status.

Meaninglessness is also relatively often felt in the three groups who lost a spouse. Especially 

widowed and divorcees score high. 9% and 7% of them answered that they “often” have the feeling. 

Married people on the other hand have low scores; 2% of them say “often” (sig. .000). It therefore 

appears that misfortune / adversity, as expected, leads to many thoughts about the meaning of life 

and implies a heightened risk of feeling that it is meaningless.

One should, however, be aware that factors other than marital status may influence these results. 

Widowed stands out for example by not only being the oldest grouping, but they also consist of 

many low-skilled women. 93% of widowed are 50 years or more, 79% are women and 70% low 

skilled. For married people, the corresponding figures are 42%, 49% and 38%. Thus, what makes 

widowhood special is not only the loss of a spouse.

If we aside the group of low-skilled workers of 50 or more and compares married women with 

widows, it is found that 40% of the first group “often” think about the meaning of life, while the 

same is true for 49% of the widows. It seems, therefore, that it is widowhood which makes widows 

think more about these questions. The figures, however, are not significant because the division 

leaves two relatively small groups of respectively 314 and 159 persons (γ =.130; sig. .121). 

In general groups who face adversity think a lot about meaning and purpose of life. This seems to 

apply also to loss of spouse. One crux of the matter remains though; are the groups who, due to 
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their loss, thinks a lot about meaning and who often feel meaninglessness also those with the 

strongest correlation between religiosity and happiness? If so, it could indicate that religious 

meaning-making has a decisive role in providing useful answers to the speculations, and thus serves 

as an intervening or explanatory variable. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the correlations.

It turns out that correlations are relatively strong for two of the three groups but also that there are 

large differences between them, it is strong for widowed, moderate for the divorced and weak for 

the separated. Too few cases in the last group, however, make figures here insignificant. Similarly, 

we see a rather high value for married people, who are the most fortunate grouping. Apparently 

there is no strait forward correlation between adversity and correlation strength. Other factors seem 

to play a role. Looking separately at the three groups, who lost spouses, it could be the reason for 

their loss which made a difference. Age also might have an impact.

Widowed stand out because their spouses have passed away. One can well imagine that this fact 

gives rise to some more fundamental and existential reflections. At least one must expect that 

thoughts about death are pressing with them. Since most widowed are well on in years, it may also 

be that their thinking about meaning / purpose has a 'meaning-making' rather than 'problem-solving' 

nature.

Park & Folkman uses this distinction between two types of coping. According to them, meaning-

making coping are particularly relevant in situations where problem-solving is not workable; e.g. in 

cases of death and other forms of irreversible loss and suffering. Facing this kind of unsolvable 

problems one would instead try to make sense of the situation to master it. Religion can play an 

important role in those cases (cf. Park 2005:711-13). 

Marital status  γ-value Sig.
Married .165 .000

Cohabiting .081 .058

Divorced .179 .001

Separated .124 .329

Widowed .299 .000

Single .111 .001

Tab. 4.1: WVS Nordic countries - correlations between religiosity and happiness, by marital status. Whether the 
person is religious, not-religious or atheist is used to indicate religiosity.
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Whereas the separated and divorced may have a long and active life ahead of them, widowed 

typically have the bulk of life behind them. Their thinking could be more of an attempt to adapt and 

make sense of their situation. They may then be concerned with how to understand, accept and live 

with their loss. Especially young divorcees and separated couples could instead be concerned with 

the direction of their “new” life, and how to get that up and running. The separated may also 

continue to wonder if they can save their marriage. These last two groups will then be more active, 

problem-solving and goal-oriented.

4.2 Death
WVS contains a question of how often people think of deathxxii. It might be tempting to investigate 

how much impact this variable in itself has on the correlation between religiosity and happiness. In 

that lies however a very vital source of error since religious people in general think more about 

death than others. It will thus be very easy to show that religious people who “often” think about 

death are happier than others who do the same. The problem of the calculation is simply that the 

religious might just do it because they are religious, while others might do it because they are 

unhappy. The groups are therefore not strictly comparable.

When we turn to the widowed, it also holds true that religious members of this group think much 

more about death than non-religious. Being widowed, however, also means a lot in itself. If for 

instance we use belief in "life after death" as a measure of religiosity, it is seen that 8% of the 

married, non-believers “often” think of death, while 20% of non-believing widowed do the same 

(sig. .000) (γ =.214; sig. .005). It is thus more than a doubling. For those who say “yes” to believing 

in life after death, we note a comparable increase; 22% of the married “often” think about death, 

while 36% of widowed say the same thing (sig. .000) (γ =.233; sig. .000). 

The increases are almost proportional. So it makes sense to look at marital status when we want to 

examine the above explanatory model in details, i.e. examine if the extent of thinking about death 

may be the reason why groups differ in terms of religiosity / happiness correlation strength. When 

we do so, it turns out that groups are distributed by roughly the same pattern as we saw in table 4.1, 

i.e. widowed score highest, with 29% of them "often" thinking of death. Then follow with 22% 

divorced, married (14%), separated (12%), cohabiting (11%) and finally singles with 10% (sig. .

000) (cf. fig. 4.3).

The three factions which had the strongest religiosity / happiness correlation are thus also the three 

groups who think most about death. It would appear that the level of thinking about death is a fairly 
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accurate indicator of this correlation. And a better indicator than how difficult one's life situation is 

in general.

It is interesting that divorced are high. On the face of it they have no obvious reason to think about 

death unless ending a marriage may somehow feels like, or may be associated with, death. One 

could also imagine that it really had something to do with age. The question is whether many of 

them are well on in years, and would not think much about death if they were young. Adjusted for 

age, however, it looks as if the trend is maintained. Divorced people have rather high rates 

compared with other factions in same age groups. It is said, though, with some reservation since 

age-adjusted figures are only significant for the Nordic population if you make 20-year intervals.

Fig. 4.3: WVS Nordic countries - thinking about death as a function of marital status.

4.3 Causality again 
We have got a fairly clear indication that widowed think a lot about meaning and purpose in life. As 

a consequence of their widowhood they also think a lot about death, and it would appear that in 

doing so, they especially benefits from religiosity. But if so, does that mean also that they become 

more religious than other groups?

Widowhood is interesting in relation to this issue of causality. If members of the group are more 
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religious than married people, it must be seen as a consequence of the situation they are in. It makes 

little sense to imagine the reverse causal relationship, so that there would be an increased risk of 

spouse dying if you are religious. By looking at widowhood, we have thus an opportunity to test 

whether misfortune / adversity makes us more or less religious. As a measure of religiosity belief in 

life after death are especially interesting because this faith is precisely what might make sense of the 

spouse's death. One must assume that the survivors can seek solace and hope in that faith.

In Stark & Bainbridge's words belief in an afterlife for the deceased ‘compensates' them for their 

losses. According to the theory of 'rational choice', we all seek the 'reward' which lies in 

immortality, and therefore also all of us have reason to be religious (Stark & Bainbridge 1985). 

Widowhood members, though, have a special incentive.

It appears indeed that they are slightly more religious than married people. Both men and women 

obtained a difference of + 4% (cf. table 4.2). It would therefore appear that widowhood has led 

some to become religious which otherwise had not been. Expressed in γ-values we obtain 

correlations at .080 (sig. .398) for men and .095 (sig. .088) for women, i.e. weak correlations with 

little or no significance.

Part of the difference can even be attributed to age. Age spread in the analysis is large, and since 

widowed typically are located in the older end of the interval, the groups are not strictly 

comparable. Smaller age ranges, however, continue to confirm that widowed are a bit more 

religious, but the groups are so small that we get totally insignificant results. Looking specifically at 

low-skilled women over 50, who the group are chiefly composed of, then we find that an additional 

6 % of widows believes in an afterlife compared to married women (γ =.120; sig. .252).

Age Sex Marital status
Believe in: Life after death

Total
No Yes

50 or more
Male

Married 57 % 43 % 100 %

Widowed 53 % 47 % 100 %

Female
Married 39 % 61 % 100 %

Widowed 35 % 65 % 100 %

Tab. 4.2: WVS Nordic countries, age group 50 or more - belief in life after death as a function of marital status, by 
gender.
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Overall, we can say that although the figures suggest a slight increase, they provide no safe 

assumption that members of widowhood have more faith in life after death than married people do. 

However, it is worth noting that the spouse's death certainly does not seem to have the opposite 

effect, i.e. that the survivors are less religious. It is very crucial. The relatively unhappy widowed do 

not seem to abjure their religion because of their misfortune / loss. Thus the religious grouping is 

not drained of this type of 'unhappy'.

5. Conclusion 
Apparently religiosity has positive correlations with happiness across various groupings. This is 

hardly a case of 'false' correlation. It also seems that meaning-making is one intervening variable, 

and as such helps to explain the phenomenon. We have seen several indications pointing in that 

direction, for example it seems that religious people better manage to ascribe meaning to life. 

Earlier, I asked whether misfortune makes people more or less religious. My guess was the first. I 

reasoned so partly because people who suffer also think more about the meaning of life than others. 

We have seen a demonstration of that with regard to marital status. Since it appears to be a 

speciality of religions to provide answers to questions of meaning, one might expect that people 

who think a lot about this subject are attracted to religiosity. My guess was also partly built on a 

presumption that it is particularly groups who meet misfortune and adversity which benefits from 

religiosity. And that the greater the advantage you have from being religious, the more likely it is 

that you will indeed be or become so.

This investigation, however, only partially confirmed these assumptions. Thus I found no evidence 

that difficult life circumstances in themselves are crucial to having more benefits from religion. 

Instead, it appears primarily to be so when one is facing insurmountable problems, such as death. In 

those cases it could also look as if the religious meaning-making plays a positive role. 

If those who face such problems indeed become more religious, however, is also doubtful. The 

numbers point in that direction, but so weak that it is not significant. Whether it covers movements 

in both directions, i.e. some people becoming more religious and others the opposite, is not revealed 

by the statistical data. This study also does not reveal whether other types of adversity than death 

could tend to make people less religious. There might for example also be cultural, gender and / or 

age specific differences in these response patterns. E.g. youngsters suffering from major losses are 

perhaps more easily influenced by them.

All of that we do not get answers to here, and it makes it more difficult to draw definitive 
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conclusions. It however can be said that this study does not suggest a hypothesis that adversity / 

misfortune makes us less religious. The religious grouping is apparently not drained of the 

'unfortunate'. Therefore this study also points towards that religiosity causes the positive correlation 

with happiness, and that the relationship between these two variables thus does not face the other 

way. In other words, it seems that religion works. Even in highly developed, secure societies like the 

Nordic.

Religion apparently functions in an efficient manner when attributing or giving meaning to life (and 

death), i.e. in a way which has a real and positive impact on the believer's experience of lifexxiii.
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i Detailed information on the Danish part of the study is available at 
http://www.sociology.ku.dk/vaerdi/ddvhome.html.

ii Results from the fifth wave was not yet available when I wrote the original Danish paper in 2008.
iii Data files and questionnaires from the WVS are freely available and can be downloaded from the website 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ where it is also possible to conduct some statistical analysis online. The data file 
used in this article is: XWVSEVS_1981_2000_v20060423.sav.

iv The question regarding importance of religion was tabled together with 6 other categories; ”family”, ”friends”, 
”leisure time”, ”politics”, ”work” and ”service to others”. The exact wording of the 2000 WVS Questionnaire was: 
"For each of the following, indicate how important it is in your life. Would you say it is: Very important, rather 
important, not very important, not at all important”.

v 'Valid' answers are those which fall within the specified response categories (”don't know” is not considered a valid 
response in the WVS).

vi The exact wording of the 2000 WVS Questionnaire was: ”Independently of whether you go to church or not, would 
you say you are... a religious person, not a religious person, a convinced atheist”. Since ”don't know” is not 
considered to be a valid answer only those who have taken a position on the current issue are involved in the 
percentages. Thus the sum of ”religious”, ”not religious” and ”atheists” are 100%.

vii In Danish the question sounds: “Uanset om De går i kirke eller ej, vil De da mene, at De er...  1) Et troende 
menneske, 2) Et ikke troende menneske, 3) Overbevist ateist” (Danskernes værdier og holdninger 1999, cf. 
http://www.sociology.ku.dk/vaerdi/ddvhome.html).

viiiWhether you believe in life after death is part of a question including 5 specific notions of belief which the 
respondents are asked to indicate their position on. The 2000 WVS Questionnaire wording was: ”Which, if any, of 
the following do you believe in? Do you believe in God? Do you believe in life after death? Do you believe people 
have a soul? Do you believe in hell? Do you believe in heaven?” 79.3% of WVS respondents gave a valid response.

ix 85.6% of WVS respondents gave a valid answer to the question.
x γ (gamma) indicates correlation strength and "direction", ie. whether positive or negative. 0.1 describes a "weak" 

correlation, while 0.2 and 0.3 are respectively "moderate" and "strong" (Nielsen & Kreiner 2003:272).
xi Sig. .000 indicates a highly significant correlation which is very unlikely to be a coincidence (probability less than 

0.0005) (Nielsen & Kreiner 2003:272). Normally we are told that values below 0.05 are significant (Bryman & 
Cramer 1999:106-7).

xii The wording was: ”Were you brought up religiously at home?” Valid response categories: “Yes”, “no” (WVS 1990 
Questionnaire). 41.9% of WVS respondents gave valid responses.

xiiiThe question was asked in 32 Eastern and Western European countries (including Turkey). The English text was: 
”Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, about how often did you attend religious services when you were 
12 years old?” Valid answer categories: ”More than once a week”, ”once a week”, ”once a month”, 
”Christmas/Easter day”, ”other specific holy days”, ”once a year”, ”less often”, ”never, practically never” (EVS 
1999 Questionnaire, cf. http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/).

xiv 40% say "very important" while 25% say "rather important" in WVS as a hole. In Denmark the figures are 8% and 
21% respectively.

xv Those countries were Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Finland, France, Italy, Lithuania and Luxembourg. The wording of 
the Austrian questionnaire was: ”Was ist für Sie wichtiger? Sagen Sie mir das bitte anhand der Skala zwischen 1 und 
10!: 1) Bei einem ausgewählten Glauben zu bleiben, 10) Lehren unterschiedlicher Glaubensrichtungen 
auszuprobieren” (Europäische Wertestudie 1999, cf. http://www.europeanvalues.nl/).

xvi E.g. although we filter out that part of the populations who do not believe in God, those who stick to a particular 
religion pray the most to God; 49% of them indicating that they do so daily while the the same applies only to 41% 
at the other end of the 10-step scale. This difference might of course not be due to a difference of degree in the 
groups' religious commitment, but be due to different kind of practices. One could imagine, for instance, that the 
group which emphasizes exploration of different traditions practice more meditation. But asked whether respondents 
take ”some moments of prayer, meditation or contemplation or something like that?” it is still those who stick to a 
particular religion which scored highest: 89% of them indicating that they have such a practice while the same 
applies only to 83% at the other end of the scale. Oddly enough it can be seen, however, that the scale intermediate 
groups pray less than the two extreme groups, for example only 26% of those who answered "8" prays to God on a 
daily basis. Part of the bar graph variation in figure 2.2, thus, may be due to intermediate groups being less religious 
as compared to extreme groups.

xviiThe wording of the question about happiness was: ”Taken all things together, would you say you are: Very happy, 
quite happy, not very happy, not at all happy” (WVS 2000 Questionnaire). 96.3% of WVS respondents gave a valid 
response. In the question about meaninglessness the wording was: ”How often, if at all, do you have the feeling that 
life is meaningless?” Valid answer categories were: ”Often, sometimes, rarely, never” (EVS 1981 Questionnaire, cf. 
http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/). The question was asked only in some countries in Europe and North America, 
and 7.1% of WVS respondents gave a valid answer.

xviiiIf we choose instead to look at the importance of religion to respondents, then the Nordic correlation is slightly 
weaker than internationally (γ =.091; sig. .000).

xix The wording was: ”I am going to read out a list of statements about the meaning of life. Please indicate whether you 
agree or disagree with each of them.” Statement A) ”Life is meaningful only because God exists” (WVS 1990 



Questionnaire). 18.3% of WVS respondents have been asked the question, which was asked only once primarily in 
Christian countries, but also for example China, Japan and India.

xx The issue was raised in a series of statements which respondents were asked to consider. The wording was: ”We are 
interested in the way people are feeling these days. During the past few weeks, did you ever feel...” Statement H) 
”Depressed or very unhappy” (WVS 1990 Questionnaire). 6.6% of WVS respondents has had all three questions in 
this crosstab and have provided a valid answer.

xxi That is, living together as married. 
xxiiThe wording was: ”Do you ever think about death? Would you say... often, sometimes, rarely, never” (WVS 1990 

Questionnaire).
xxiiiThanks to senior lecturer Peter Andersen, University of Copenhagen, who has given advice and guidance on 

statistical analysis and use of the statistical program SPSS.
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