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Abstract
The present study examines and explores the indirect effects of intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity on well-being, namely selfesteem and life satisfaction, through presence of and search for meaning in life, and its gender difference among adolescents. 301
girls and 395 boys from Hong Kong participated in this cross-sectional survey study. Independent t-test, correlation and four
mediation model analyses with a bootstrap of 5000 samples were conducted. Girls score higher in extrinsic religiosity (personal)
and search for meaning in life; lower in self-esteem compared with boys. Presence of meaning in life was found to positively
mediate the effects of intrinsic and extrinsic personal religiosity on self-esteem and life satisfaction for boys but is not significant
for girls. However, intrinsic religiosity promotes higher search for meaning in life, which in turn lowers self-esteem only for girls.
The indirect effect of extrinsic social religiosity on well-being was not significant for both genders. Finding suggests that boys
benefit more from religiosity on well-being.
Keywords Intrinsic religiosity . Extrinsic religiosity . Meaning in life . Self-esteem . Satisfaction with life

Introduction
Individuals who have a strong identity have “the ability to
experience their sense of who they are, and also act on that
sense, in a way that has continuity and sameness” (Levesque,
2011, p. 813). In particular, adolescents are experiencing the
psychosocial stage of “identity vs. role confusion” (Erikson,
1968). At this stage, adolescents explore and challenge their
religious beliefs, experience and search for meaning in life
from religious experience with increased abstract thinking
ability (Kim & Esquivel, 2011). By internalizing their religious belief, adolescents build a stronger identity (Kim &
Esquivel, 2011; Steger et al., 2011). One with a solid identity
has higher self-esteem and life satisfaction compared with one

* Angela Yuen Chun Li
angelalyc1@gmail.com
1

Present address: Orygen, Locked Bag 10, Parkville VIC 3052,
Australia

2

Centre for Youth Mental Health, University of Melbourne,
Parkville, Australia

3

Faculty of Social Work, University of Calgary, Calgary, Canada

who is uncertain about his or her identity (Kahn et al., 2014;
Luyckx et al., 2013).
According to terror management theory, the inevitable
death and innate desire for life brings anxiety and potentially
terror (Pyszczynski et al., 2004). Thus, humans are driven to
build or search for a positive worldview, or meaning in life,
including what is important for one’s life, and search for literal
and symbolic immortality. Literal immortality refers to the
religious promise of after-life and heaven to those who are
faithful and practice the standard set by their religion.
Symbolic immortality refers to when people feels that they
belong and contribute to something bigger which will continue after their life. This theory further extends that self-esteem
and well-being will be promoted when one believes that he or
she is fulfilling what is important for one’s life and the validity
of his or she worldview. Literal immortality will be focused in
this study.
Presence of meaning in life (MIL-P) refers to the extent to
which people believe their lives are important and meaningful,
and those with higher MIL-P find their lives more purposeful
and understandable (Steger et al., 2006; Steger & Frazier,
2005). Search for meaning in life (MIL-S) refers to the activity
and degree of effortful exploration toward understanding and
building MIL, purposes, and importance of life (Steger et al.,
2006; Steger et al., 2008). People with intrinsic religiosity
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want to have a spiritual development in religion and live out
their faith through actions. People with extrinsic religiosity
seek religion for other means. People with extrinsic personal
religiosity (extrinsic-personal) seek religion for comfort,
peace, relief in face of difficulties, whereas people with extrinsic social religiosity (extrinsic-social) go to church to make
friends or hang out with friends (Maltby, 2002).

Mediating Role of Meaning in Life
on the Effect of Religiosity on Well-Being
Intrinsic Religiosity
Presence of MIL has consistently been found to positively
mediate the effect of intrinsic religiosity, religiousness, religious commitment and spirituality on well-being including
self-esteem and satisfaction with life among adolescents and
young adults (Kaiser-Ahmad & Iqbal, 2017; Kashdan &
Nezlek, 2012; Steger & Frazier, 2005; Wnuk &
Marcinkowski, 2014; You & Lim, 2019). However, there is
an inconsistent result. Sillick and Cathcart (2014) found that
intrinsic religiosity decreases MIL-P which in turn, decreases
happiness for female young adults only. There has not been a
consensus as to the reasons for this relationship. Hence, it is
worth investigating the mediating effect of MIL-P to see if our
result replicates the vast majority of the previous results, and
exploring its potential gender differences.
On the other hand, MIL-S fails to mediate the relationship
between religious commitment and mental well-being among
92 adolescents and young adults; but religious commitment increases MIL-S significantly (Kaiser-Ahmad & Iqbal, 2017). This
is the only study found to examine MIL-S as a mediator between
these variables. However, religious commitment refers to the
level of spiritual and behavioural adherence of religion
(Worthington Jr et al., 2003), which differs from intrinsic religiosity of an innate desire to grow spiritually. Furthermore, this
result drawn from relatively low sample size can create a false
positive result (Hackshaw, 2008). Furthermore, there has been
inconsistent results on whether intrinsic religiosity promotes
MIL-S. Intrinsic religiosity has been found to increase (KaiserAhmad & Iqbal, 2017), decrease for people with higher level of
empathy (Routledge et al., 2017), and not associated with
(Horning et al., 2011; Park & Yoo, 2016) MIL-S among adolescents, young adults and older adults. There is also inconsistent
evidence on the relationship between MIL-S and psychological
well-being. MIL-S predicts higher positive emotions
(Pezirkianidis et al., 2016), but is associated with lower selfesteem among adolescents (Kiang & Fuligni, 2010), and did
not predict or associate with psychological well-being
(Demirbaş-Çelik & Keklik, 2019; Krok, 2015b). It was proposed
that whether search for meaning brings positive or negative outcomes depends on the type of search (Steger et al., 2008). In an

adaptive search, people search for meaning based on insights and
ambitions gained from life challenges and desires to seek a positive experience, which leads to positive outcomes. In a maladaptive search, people search for meaning to avoid challenging or
negative experiences, which leads to negative outcomes.
Because of the limitation in previous study and conflicting findings for the relationship between MIL-S and intrinsic religiosity
along with well-being, it is important to explore MIL-S as a
mediator between intrinsic religiosity and well-being.

Extrinsic Religiosity
As for extrinsic religiosity, there has been opposite mediating
results across genders. For female, extrinsic religiosity decreases MIL-P, which in turn, decreases subjective wellbeing (You & Lim, 2019). For male, extrinsic religiosity increases MIL-P, which in turn, increases happiness (Sillick &
Cathcart, 2014). Extrinsic religiosity has been found to decrease MIL-P for people with low level of self-concept clarity
(Błażek & Besta, 2012) and not associated with MIL-P
(Francis et al., 2010; Krok, 2015a). However, only MIL-P
has been examined for its mediating role and its relationship
with extrinsic religiosity, but not for MIL-S.
Extrinsic religiosity (personal and social) predict and associate
with higher well-being: both factors and higher religious satisfaction (Steffen et al., 2015); extrinsic-personal and higher selfesteem, mindfulness and self-control (Ghorbani et al., 2017);
extrinsic-social and lower trait anxiety, depressive symptoms
(Steffen, 2014), less guilt (Ghorbani et al., 2017) and more happiness (Sillick & Cathcart, 2014). However, these factors also
account for lower well-being: both factors and lower self-esteem
for men (Maltby & Day, 2000); extrinsic-personal and more guilt
(Ghorbani et al., 2017); extrinsic-social and higher depressive
symptoms (Maltby & Day, 2000). Extrinsic religiosity has also
been found to not predict or associate with well-being: both
factors and positive, negative affect (Steffen et al., 2015), life
satisfaction, depressive symptoms, well-being (Ardelt, 2003)
and self-esteem for female (Maltby & Day, 2000); extrinsicpersonal and happiness (Sillick & Cathcart, 2014) and depression
for female (Maltby & Day, 2000). Given the inconsistent results
from extrinsic religiosity and extrinsic (personal versus social) on
well-being, it is important to explore the different effects of these
two types of extrinsic religiosity on well-being through meaning
in life and the gender differences.

Current Study
The present study examines and explores the mediating role of
meaning in life in the relationship between religiosity and
well-being, and its gender differences; to hopefully bring
more understanding of the inconsistent associations between
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examined variables and if gender differences exist as previous
studies suggested.
The present study hypothesizes:
&

(1): MIL-P mediates the effect of intrinsic religiosity on
self-esteem and satisfaction with life.
The present study explores:

–
–
–

(1): MIL-S as a mediator on the effect of intrinsic religiosity on self-esteem and satisfaction with life.
(2): MIL-P and MIL-S as a mediator on the effect of
extrinsic religiosity (personal and social) on self-esteem
and satisfaction with life.
(3): There has been conflicting evidence on gender differences in these mediating relationships and no theoretical framework has been found to explain them. Thus, we
will explore the gender difference all of the relationships
examined.

Methodology
Participants and Procedure
To examine the influence of religiosity on adolescents’ selfesteem and satisfaction with life, and the roles of MIL-P and
MIL-S on such a relationship between genders, a quantitative
survey study was conducted. Participants studying in secondary and post-secondary schools from Hong Kong were recruited to participate in this study. In order to further help the
participants understand the question items, the survey items
were translated into Chinese by the backward translation technique with further triangulation by a panel of bilingual experts
in China and in Canada. It aims to secure equivalent meanings
across the original English version and the translated Chinese
version. Informed consent was obtained, and for participants
who were under 18 of age, parental consents were also collected beforehand. Once the participants have also agreed to
participate voluntarily, survey was distributed and collected.
All data were collected using paper-and-pen method.

three-point scale (3 = Yes, 2 = Not Certain, and 1 = No). The
AUIE was able to obtain satisfactory reliability and validity
from previous studies, within the United States, the United
Kingdom, Irish, and Hong Kong participants (Liu, 2013;
Maltby, 1999, Maltby, 2002). It also proves to be a measurement applicable to both religious and non-religious individuals (Maltby, 1999; Maltby & Lewis, 1996). Consistent with
previous literature, satisfactory reliability coefficients were
obtained on all three of the subscales in this study for both
male (for intrinsic, α = .87; for extrinsic-personal, α = .81; for
extrinsic-social, α = .73) and female (for intrinsic, α = .90; for
extrinsic-personal, α = .81; for extrinsic-social, α = .71) participants. In this study, a polytheistic perspective of religions
was considered, where participants who identified themselves
as religious can believe in more than one God.
Meaning in Life
In this study, MIL is measured by the meaning in life questionnaire (MILQ), developed by Steger et al. (2006). It is
defined by the goal directedness or purposefulness of an individual. It is a 10-item questionnaire with a seven-point Likert
scale. It is divided by two subscales, namely MIL-P and MILS (Steger et al., 2006). This scale has been widely used in
studies about one’s well-being and religiousness (Schlegel,
Hicks, Arndt, & King, 2009; Dunn & O'Brien, 2009; Steger
& Frazier, 2005; Triplett, Tedeschi, Cann, Calhoun, & Reeve,
2012). Both the male (for MIL-P, α = .74; for MIL-S, α = .85)
and female (for MIL-P, α = .81; for MIL-S, α = .84) samples
have shown consistent reliable results in this study.
Self-Esteem
The ten-item Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale (RSES) was used
to examine the participants’ global self-esteem (Rosenberg,
1965; Schmitt & Allik, 2005). It has been used in more than
53 countries, including adolescents in Hong Kong (Kashdan
& Yuen, 2007; Shek, 1998) and has obtained a high level of
reliability and validity (Schmitt & Allik, 2005). The
Cronbach’s α of the self-esteem construct for both the male
and female samples in this study were also satisfactory, with
α = .80 and α = .83 respectively.

Measures
Satisfaction with Life
Religiosity
Adolescents’ level of intrinsic, extrinsic-personal, and
extrinsic-social religious orientations were assessed by the
Age universal intrinsic-extrinsic scale (AUIE) (Maltby,
1999). It uses simpler language to indicate one’s religiosity
where reliable and valid results were generated from both
adult and schoolchild samples. The items are scored on a

The Satisfaction with life scale (SWLS) by Diener et al.
(1985) has five items under a seven-point Likert scale. It is
used to assess one’s judgment of his/her quality of life. SWLS
has been validated and used for research related to the wellbeing of adolescents in Hong Kong (Sachs, 2003; Sun &
Shek, 2010). For this study, the reliability for male and female
samples are α = 0.86 and α = 0.84 respectively.
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Demographic Characteristics
In addition to the psychometric scales, participants were also
asked about their demographic characteristics, such as their
gender (male and female), religious status (religious and
non-religious), and age. The responses were self-reported
and self-identified.

Statistical Analyses
To begin, a table was used to demonstrate the basic demographic characteristics of both gender samples. It was then
followed by independent T-tests to observe the gender differences among the four constructs. After that, a split file correlation analysis with Pearson’s r was employed to assess the
inter-correlations of the constructs for both samples respectively. Lastly, four mediation model analyses with a bootstrap
of 5000 samples were adopted to investigate the mediating
effects of both MIL-P and MIL-S on the relationships between
religiosity and self-esteem as well as satisfaction with life,
while simultaneously controlled the effects the participants’
religious statuses. The bootstrap confidence interval method
is also regarded to achieve the highest statistical power across
different methods for mediation models (Preacher & Hayes,
2004; Schoemann et al., 2017; Zhang, 2014). The mediation
analyses were conducted with PROCESS developed by Hayes
(2012). This technique was supported by various studies that
explore the relationships between religion-related constructs
(Abu-raiya, Pargament, & Krause, 2016; Jankowski &
Sandage, 2014; McElroy-Heltzel et al, 2018; Sharma &
Singh, 2019; Van Tongeren, Hook, & Davis, 2013), and positive psychology constructs (Abu-raiya et al., 2016; Sharma &
Singh, 2019; Van Tongeren, Green, Davis, Hook, & Hulsey,
2016).

Results
Descriptive Statistics
In the process of data collection in a few secondary schools,
828 students successfully completed the survey. 42.03% of
the sample identify themselves as female (n = 348), with the
remaining 57.97% identifying themselves as male (n = 480).
The demographic characteristics of the participants were
shown on Table 1. Both female and male samples have similar
distribution in terms of religious status and age.

Gender Differences on Religiosity, Meaning in Life,
Self-Esteem, and Satisfaction with Life
Table 2 shows the differences between both the male and
female participants in terms of their religiosity, MIL-P and

MIL-S, as well as self-esteem and satisfaction with life.
Female participants had significantly higher levels of intrinsic
religiosity (for female participants, M = 2.00, SD = 0.62. For
male participants, M = 1.90, SD = 0.56, t = 2.28, p < .05), extrinsic personal religiosity (for female participants, M = 2.19,
SD = 0.67. For male participants, M = 2.03, SD = 0.63, t =
3.35, p < .01), MIL-S (for female participants, M = 5.38,
SD = 0.97. For male participants, M = 5.16, SD = 1.15, t =
2.80, p < .01), and a lower self-esteem (for female participants, M = 2.61, SD = 0.47. For male participants, M = 2.69,
SD = 0.48, t = −2.07, p < .05), than of male participants.

Correlations among Variables for both Samples
Table 3 illustrates the correlations among the variables, split
by male and female samples on each diagonal. Both samples
share a few similar results, such as positive correlations between different types of religiosity and MIL, as well as positive correlations between Self-esteem and Satisfaction with
life. However, for male participants, the three subscales of
religiosity are significantly and positively correlated to
Satisfaction with life, while it is not significant for female
participants.

Mediation Model Analyses
Regarding the use of self-esteem as a dependent variable, after
controlling one’s religious status, for male participants, the
results of the analyses reveal a significantly fit mediation
models, F(4, 415) = 19.64, p < .001, R2 = .16. The overall statistical model is depicted on Fig. 1. All of Intrinsic religiosity,
Extrinsic-personal religiosity, and Extrinsic-social religiosity
do not show a significant total effect (β = −0.03, SE = 0.05, ns,
95% CI: −0.12, 0.07 for Intrinsic religiosity; β = 0.05, SE =
0.04, ns, 95% CI: −0.03, 0.13 for Extrinsic-personal religiosity; and β = −0.05, SE = 0.04, ns, 95% CI: −0.14, 0.03 for
Extrinsic-social religiosity). At the same time, MIL-P demonstrates a significant positive prediction on one’s Self-esteem,
Table 1

Demographic information of the participants (N = 828)

Religious status

Age

Religious
Non-religious
Missing
11 to 14
15 to 18
19 or above
Missing

Male (n=480)

Female (n=348)

n

Percentage

n

Percentage

141
295
44
155
219
91
15

29.38
61.46
9.17
32.29
45.63
18.96
3.13

123
204
21
101
139
101
7

35.34
58.62
6.03
29.02
39.94
29.02
2.01
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Table 2

Gender differences in the variables (N = 828)
Male
(n=480)

Female
(n=348)

M

SD

M

SD

t

Intrinsic religiosity

1.92

0.56

1.99

0.61

−1.84

Extrinsic-personal religiosity
Extrinsic-social religiosity
Meaning in life – Presence
Meaning in life – Search
Self-esteem
Satisfaction with life

2.02
1.86
4.90
5.16
2.69
4.45

0.63
0.56
1.09
1.17
0.49
1.32

2.18
1.82
4.80
5.36
2.61
4.44

0.67
0.56
1.06
1.00
0.48
1.19

−3.28**
0.87
1.35
−2.59*
2.17*
0.08

for Extrinsic-social religiosity). Similar to the previous model,
MIL-P has been a significantly positive indirect effect on the
relationships between Intrinsic religiosity (β = 0.13, SE =
0.05, p < .05, 95% CI: 0.03, 0.25) and Satisfaction with life,
as well as that between Extrinsic-Personal religiosity and
Satisfaction with life (β = 0.10, SE = 0.05, p < .05, 95% CI:
0.02, 0.21).
As for female participants, the mediation model is also
significantly fit with Self-esteem as the dependent variable,
F(4, 316) = 40.15, p < .001, R2 = 0.34. From Fig. 3, it is
marked that MIL-P has a positive prediction on participants’ Self-esteem, β = 0.26, SE = 0.02, p < .001, 95% CI:
0.22, 0.30, while the total effect of Intrinsic religiosity is
not significant, β = −0.08, SE = 0.05, ns, 95% CI: −0.19,
0.03, it has a significant negative direct effect, β = −0.12,
SE = 0.04, p < .01, 95% CI: −0.17, −0.02. Extrinsicpersonal religiosity does not have a significant total effect
on Self-esteem, β = −0.04, SE = 0.04, ns, 95% CI: −0.11,
0.03; whereas there is a significantly negative total effect
for Extrinsic-social religiosity, β = −0.12, SE = 0.05,
p < .05, 95% CI: −0.21, −0.03. Unlike the male participants, the female participants’ MIL-S has a significant negative prediction on their Self-esteem, β = −0.06, SE = 0.02,
p < .05, 95% CI: −0.10, −0.01. MIL-S served as a statistically significant negative mediator in this model for
Intrinsic religiosity and Self-esteem, β = −0.01, SE = 0.01,
p < .05, 95% CI: −0.04, −0.00.
Finally, the mediation model with one’s Satisfaction with
life as the outcome variable for female participants is significantly fit, F(4, 313) = 22.19, p < .001, R2 = 0.22. The details
of the model were also demonstrated in Fig. 4. All three types
of religiosity do not have a significant total effect on their
Satisfaction with life, β = 0.15, SE = 0.14, ns, 95% CI:
−0.12, 0.42 for Intrinsic religiosity; β = 0.05, SE = 0.11, ns,
95% CI: −0.17, 0.26 for Extrinsic-personal religiosity; and
β = 0.04, SE = 0.12, ns, 95% CI: −0.20, 0.28 for Extrinsicsocial religiosity. MIL-P remained to be positively predicting
participants’ Satisfaction with life, β = 0.52, SE = 0.06,

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

with β = 0.17, SE = 0.02, p < .001, 95% CI: 0.14, 0.22. The
positive indirect effects of MIL-P in mediating the relationships between Intrinsic religiosity and self-esteem, as well as
that between Extrinsic-Personal religiosity and self-esteem are
significant, which are β = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < .05, 95% CI:
0.01, 0.10; and β = 0.04, SE = 0.02, p < .05, 95% CI: 0.01,
0.08 respectively.
For the same sample on satisfaction with life as the outcome variable, the results of the analyses also show significantly fit mediation models, F(4, 403) = 24.29, p < .001, R2 =
0.19, which is also portrayed on Fig. 2. In this case, all three
types of religiosity have significant positive total effects towards one’s Satisfaction with life (β = 0.54, SE = 0.13, p
< .001, 95% CI: 0.28, 0.79 for Intrinsic religiosity; β = 0.59,
SE = 0.11, p < .001, 95% CI: 0.37, 0.80 for Extrinsic-personal
religiosity; and β = 0.35, SE = 0.12, p < .01, 95% CI: 0.12,
0.59 for Extrinsic-social religiosity). After inputting the two
mediators, the direct effects of the three types of religiosity are
weakened but still significant (β = 0.40, SE = 0.12, p < .001,
95% CI: 0.17, 0.64 for Intrinsic religiosity; β = 0.48, SE =
0.10, p < .001, 95% CI: 0.28, 0.69 for Extrinsic-personal religiosity; and β = 0.31, SE = 0.11, p < .01, 95% CI: 0.09, 0.52

Table 3 Correlations between
variables across genders (N =
828)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

.69***

.52***
.45***

.16**
.08
−.02

.19**
.14*
.06

−.00
−.01
−.10

.11*
.08
.03

.29***

.52***
.02

.49***
.16**
.54***

1. Intrinsic religiosity
2. Extrinsic-personal religiosity
3. Extrinsic-social religiosity

.76***
.58***

.53***

4. Meaning in life – Presence
5. Meaning in life – Search
6. Self-esteem
7. Satisfaction with life

.18***
.10*
−.01
.22***

.17***
.11*
.06
.26***

.07
.09
−.07
.17***

.23***
.40***
.40***

.03
.14**

.48***

Note. Correlations below the diagonal are correlations for male participants (n = 480), those above the diagonal
are correlations for female participants (n = 348). *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Fig. 1 Mediation model of
Meaning in life-Presence and
Meaning in life-Search on the
relationships between Intrinsic,
Extrinsic-Personal, ExtrinsicSocial religiosity, and Self-esteem
for male adolescents in Hong
Kong (n = 480). Note. * p < .05;
** p < .01; *** p < .001

0.27*

p < .001, 95% CI: 0.40, 0.63. None of the indirect effects was
statistically significant in this model.

Discussion
The present study’s hypothesis is supported for male only. For
male, MIL-P mediates the positive effect of intrinsic religiosity on self-esteem and life satisfaction. Regarding the exploration on MIL-S as a mediator, effect of extrinsic religiosity as
a predictor and gender differences in all mediating relationships, this study highlights the interesting result on gender
differences. For male, MIL-S does not mediate religiosity variables and self-esteem along with life satisfaction. However,
MIL-P mediates the relationship between extrinsic-personal
on these two variables. Extrinsic religiosity is not a significant
predictor in all proposed mediating relationship for female.
For female, intrinsic religiosity promotes MIL-S, which in
turn, decreases self-esteem. Life satisfaction is not a significant dependent variable for girls in all proposed mediating

0.16

0.17***

Self-Esteem

0.00

0.14

0.14

MIL –
Search

relationship. MIL-P does not mediate the effect of all religiosity variables on self-esteem and life satisfaction for female.
Lastly, extrinsic-social is not a significant predictor across all
mediating relationship regardless of gender.
The present study is novel in providing a comprehensive
framework on the mediating relationship of presence of, and
search for MIL between all religiosity variables on self-esteem
and life satisfaction; and to compare these relationships across
gender. Intrinsic religiosity and its related constructs have
consistently found to have an indirect effect on well-being
through MIL-P (Kaiser-Ahmad & Iqbal, 2017; Kashdan &
Nezlek, 2012; Steger & Frazier, 2005; Wnuk &
Marcinkowski, 2014; You & Lim, 2019). The present study
only finds this true for boys. Current finding contradicts with
Sillick and Cathcart’s (2014) result on negative mediating
effect of MIL-P between intrinsic religiosity and well-being
for girls, where this study finds no mediating relationship
between these variables for female. MIL-P has only been examined for its mediating role on the effect of extrinsic religiosity as one variable on well-being without separating

0.28*
0.22*

Intrinsic

MIL –
Presence
0.46***

0.08

Satisfaction
with Life

c = 0.59*** c’ = 0.48***

Extrinsic
Personal

Extrinsic
Social

0.08

c = 0.05 c’ = 0.01

Extrinsic
Personal

Extrinsic
Social

Fig. 2 Mediation model of
Meaning in life-Presence and
Meaning in life-Search on the
relationships between Intrinsic,
Extrinsic-Personal, ExtrinsicSocial religiosity, and Satisfaction
with life for male adolescents in
Hong Kong (n = 480). Note. *
p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

0.22*

Intrinsic

MIL –
Presence

0.16
0.14

0.04

0.14
MIL –
Search
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Fig. 3 Mediation model of
Meaning in life-Presence and
Meaning in life-Search on the
relationships between Intrinsic,
Extrinsic-Personal, ExtrinsicSocial religiosity, and Self-esteem
for female adolescents in Hong
Kong (n = 348). Note. * p < .05;
** p < .01; *** p < .001

0.02

Intrinsic

between extrinsic-personal and extrinsic-social (Sillick &
Cathcart, 2014; You & Lim, 2019). It is important to separate
these two variables because only extrinsic-personal has a positive relationship with intrinsic religiosity. People can have an
innate desire to grow religiously and receive personal comfort
from God(s) at the same time. Supporting our results,
Extrinsic-personal is associated with intrinsic religiosity, less
religious doubt, private religiousness and number of religious
activity (Pargament et al., 2011; Williamson et al., 2010). This
may explain why intrinsic religiosity and extrinsic-personal
are both significant predictors in the mediating relationship
of MIL-P on self-esteem and life satisfaction for boys. The
remaining results will be discussed focusing on gender differences and extrinsic-social.
Female is often found to be more religious, attend religious services more and feel closer to God(s) compared with
male (Kim & Kim, 2017). It is surprising that our result
finds that boys solely benefit from intrinsic religiosity on
self-esteem and life satisfaction and girls do not receive
positive impact from religiosity in this study, but several
research results correspond to this. A systematic review of

-0.09

0.26***

c = -0.04 c’ = -0.04

Extrinsic
Personal

Extrinsic
Social

Fig. 4 Mediation model of
Meaning in life-Presence and
Meaning in life-Search on the
relationships between Intrinsic,
Extrinsic-Personal, ExtrinsicSocial religiosity, and Satisfaction
with life for female adolescents in
Hong Kong (n = 348). Note. *
p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

MIL –
Presence

0.21

0.11
0.05

0.25*

Self-Esteem

-0.06*

MIL –
Search

20 studies found that religiosity/spirituality variables associated with mental well-being variables stronger for male
than for female (Wong et al., 2006). Extrinsic-personal offset the effect of stress on alcohol consumption for male only
(Krause et al., 2018). Intrinsic religiosity and religious attendance are associated with lower trait anxiety and lower
suicidal ideation for boys only whereas non-significant results are found for girls (Bearman & Moody, 2004; Davis
et al., 2003). Three reasons may account for this result. One
is that in face of trouble, boys tend to believe God(s) will
help them whereas girls tend to believe that they are
punished because of their sins (Yildiz, 2018). Another possible reason is that female experience more ambiguity and
worries on religion compared with male (Yildiz, 2018).
Female who are uncertain about their religion is associated
with higher depression, but those who are certain is associated with lower depression. This result does not appear
among male (Eliassen et al., 2005). The other reason is that
Marcia (1993) proposes boys and girls develop their identity differently. Boys tend to actualize their goals through
ideological spectrums including religion, whereas girls
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aim toward developing interpersonal relationship. Female
also receives higher degree of social support from more
sources compared with male, including friends, family and
colleagues (van Daalen et al., 2005).
Extrinsic-social fails to serve as a predictor for all mediating
relationships. Extrinsic-social solely focuses on using religion
for other ends, which is building social networks at church
(Maltby, 2002). In the present study, both of the MIL variables
do not mediate the relationship between extrinsic-social and
well-being for both genders. The relationship between
extrinsic-social and well-being may need to take account of
perceived social support and interpersonal skills. Significant
prediction of extrinsic-social on emotional well-being is no longer significant after controlling the degree of perceived social
support (Doane et al., 2014). Extrinsic-social is also associated
with higher social dysfunction (Maltby & Day, 2003). Doane
et al. (2014) argued that individual who use religion as a mean
to gain social support may be due to the fact that they perceive
themselves as having lower social support and interpersonal
skills. Therefore, perceived social support and interpersonal
skills may explain the relationship between extrinsic-social
and well-being better than meaning in life.

religiosity through promoting MIL-S. Longitudinal study
can be conducted in the future to examine the sequence of
these variables. The present study encourages research on
the interaction between intrinsic religiosity and extrinsicpersonal on well-being. Lastly, faith-based meaning-making intervention is promising in promoting self-esteem
and life satisfaction especially for boys.

Limitation and Further Studies

Informed Consent Informed consent was obtained from all individual
study participants. For participants who were under 18 of age, parental
consents were also collected beforehand.

The present study employs a cross-sectional design so it is
difficult to be clear about the sequence of the constructs: does
religiosity promotes subsequent meaning in life for boys and
motivates search for meaning in life for girls? Does meaning
in life then affect well-being and is the effect of MIL long
lasting? In past literature, MIL-P is associated with life satisfaction a year later but MIL-S does not associate with life
satisfaction later (Steger & Kashdan, 2007). Further longitudinal study can help to clarity more about the sequence of
these variables.
Moreover, it is uncertain of how intrinsic religiosity and
extrinsic-personal interact with each other on MIL and wellbeing for boys. It is worth investigating which of these variables has a stronger impact and their interaction given their
positive effects in this study.
Present result suggests that faith-based meaning-making
intervention can especially be advantageous in promoting
self-esteem and life satisfaction for male adolescents.
Meaning-making intervention and psychotherapy were found
to significantly improve self-esteem among Chinese university students and patients with cancer (Cheng et al., 2015; Lee
et al., 2006).
The present study is novel to provide a well-rounded
mediating structure of MIL-P and MIL-S on the effect of
intrinsic religiosity, extrinsic-personal and extrinsic-social
on self-esteem and life satisfaction. Boys benefit from
intrinsic religiosity and extrinsic-personal through enhancing MIL-P; when girls suffer through intrinsic
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