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Abstract: A positivist orientation that marginalized the study of religion and spirituality in social
science research has limited both its scope and focus. Given a primarily cognitive orientation to
this inquiry, children, adolescents, and emerging adults were typically not the focus of research.
More recently, the scope of research has been broadened to emphasize the need to understand
contextual and developmental nuances, which are increasingly being reflected in a range of research
designs, methods, and samples. The burgeoning scholarship on the role of religion and spirituality in
the development of youth during this particularly formative developmental period has begun to shed
light on how religion promotes and challenges positive youth development. While this expanding
focus has begun to describe youth’s developmental experiences, the deep interconnections between
individual youth, religious and spiritual systems, and the contexts and relationships in which youth
develop remain understudied. This special issue on the role of religion and spirituality on positive
youth development asserts the import of exploring ecological perspectives and influences when
studying the role of religion and spirituality in the development of diverse youth and draws from
interdisciplinary and lifespan perspectives to continue mapping the terrain of this area of study and
ways to navigate it.

Keywords: religion; spirituality; positive youth development; intersectionality; mixed-methods;
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1. Ecological Perspectives on Religion and Positive Youth Development

Although religion and spirituality have been central to the human experience, their study within
human development and psychology has been marginalized given the dominance of a positivist
orientation, a school of thought that argues that knowledge generation is based on empirically
verified data. As the study of religion and spirituality regained attention within psychology, it has been
critiqued that its representation has favored Mainline Protestant, European American, Christian samples
(Hill and Pargament 2003). From a lifespan perspective that includes from conception through old age,
Oser et al. (2006) reviewed the theoretical and empirical scholarship describing religious and spiritual
development. From a relational developmental systems (RDS) perspective, which allows examination
of the influence of supernatural beliefs on development, religious development can be understood as
an individual’s abilities to participate in rituals and practices of a religion and their engagement with
religious communities and traditions over time. Spiritual development is an individual’s experience
and their response to transcendence (King and Boyatzis 2015). Embedded in an ecological perspective,
this special issue focuses on positive youth development from a lifespan perspective and centers on
children’s and adolescents’ development in the contexts of parenting, schools, religious and ethnic
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communities, and organizations. The macro level contexts of religious ideologies shape the supports
and constraints for families and their children (Burr et al. 2011).

In some studies, religion was found to contribute both to adolescents’ personal meaning
and prosocial concerns for others; religion was associated with positive youth development
(Furrow et al. 2004; Richert and Granqvist 2013). Although recent decades have marked a burgeoning
focus on the role of religion and spirituality in the positive development of youth, these studies have
mostly yielded a host of bivariate associations between religion and spirituality and a range of youth
outcomes, with inadequate attention to particular developmental processes (Hardy and King 2019;
Marks and Dollahite 2011). Further, King and Boyatzis (2015) warned that, “[t]the measures and
methods typically used by developmentalists may simply be inadequate for the task of assessing
young children’s spirituality” and particularly that their communication abilities may be inadequate to
describe experiences such as transcendent connectedness (p. 1012). In addition to limitations in the
methods and representative sampling of diverse youth, the scholarship in religion and spirituality
in the lives of youth has lacked attention to the varied levels of contexts and culture that inform
youth experiences (Abo-Zena and Ahmed 2014). A contextualized exploration of youth’s religious and
spiritual experiences should encompass ecological influences in a person-centered and intersectional
manner that addresses youth’s privileged and marginalized positions and meaning making around
them (Abo-Zena and Rana 2015; Spencer 2017).

Given that there remain multiple underexplored processes and contexts that shape how religion
informs the positive development and outcomes for diverse youth and families, we encourage designing
scholarship to fill these gaps. In particular, such issues can be addressed by drawing from more inclusive
and representative samples (e.g., study participants from different backgrounds), by acknowledging
religious content, and by embedding studies in the range of ecological contexts and the interactions
between the individuals and the context in a relational systems manner (Lerner et al. 2015).

2. Inclusive and Representative Samples

As in the study of any complex issue, research samples should represent the entirety of the
phenomena both in terms of depth as well as breadth of the role of religion and spirituality in
positive youth development. Sampling techniques should help elicit experiences that are both
idiographic (unique to a particular faith tradition or particular child) and nomothetic (pancultural)
(Bloom 2007; Schachter and Hur 2019) and capture experiences throughout the lifespan, particularly
from early childhood to emerging adulthood, due to the formative nature of this time. These years
provide foundational experiences and include acquiring beliefs, engaging in relevant practices,
and exploring identity, with continued development throughout adulthood. In order to have more
inclusive and representative samples, the research field (and individual studies according to the scope
of a particular project), should consider how to include a taxonomy of sources of variations that include:
personal-social identifiers (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, socioeconomic status, nation
of origin and their intersections); geographic representation (i.e., to account for regional variations and
similarities, socio-historical fluctuations including reflections of human transnationalism and migration,
and geo-cultural influences reflecting international sampling); religious affiliation (e.g., Abrahamic
and non-Abrahamic traditions, theistic, polytheistic, pagan, atheist, agnostic); and religious/spiritual
commitments (e.g., level of religious/spiritual belief, engagement in practices, salience of religious
identity). These variations should account for fluidity of these factors and their interactive nature in
context and throughout an individual’s lifespan trajectory. It is important to continue exploring the role of
religion and spirituality with groups relatively well-represented in the literature, recognizing that there
is still much we do not know about their developmental processes. Additionally, scholars should explore
underrepresented groups, particularly groups who are religiously minoritized (e.g., Sikh, Muslim,
Jewish, Jain, Ba’hai, Buddhist, Hindu) and variations in perspectives, commitments, and experiences
within populations as related to personal-social identifiers (e.g., South Asian Christian, Black Jewish).
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3. Religious Content and Its Developmental Implications

Embedded in exploring issues related to religious and spiritual affiliation and denomination, the
study of the role of religion in positive youth development requires researchers to have religious literacy
that enables them to recognize and understand the basic tenets of other faith traditions. With increasing
waves of migration bringing increased religious diversity to our interactions, would researchers
recognize a youth referencing a Buddhist shrine at home, religious dress or marker, or mentioning
a phrase or belief of religious import (Levitt 2007)? Researchers and practitioners, however, should
take caution in exercising their knowledge and understanding of a religion or religious practices,
especially if they are not from the religious group of study, to avoid making assumptions. However,
over competence might lead to not asking important questions of youth and their spiritual experiences.
Meaningful work in the field warrants open mindedness and a lifelong learning approach.

Distinct from religious education or ideological teaching, religious literacy takes a cultural
approach that assumes religious traditions to be internally diverse and situated in cultural context
(Moore 2016). This cultural approach provides a general map of religious and spiritual life and the
particular terrain of important constructs, practices, values, and meanings that a researcher should
consider. For example, exploring religious practices may include investigating not just dietary rules
and restrictions (e.g., vegetarianism, halal, kosher, consumption/prohibition of particular foods at
particular times), but also the reasons for the dietary rules that bind faith adherents as well as other
souls or ancestral spirits. How children learn about the rules and are socialized to follow (or not follow
them) may affect youth development. Other faith traditions may feature particular healing and healers,
as well as agents of spiritual import (e.g., holy water, cedar branches, sage) and various religious rituals
(e.g., fire ceremonies, dances and communal singing, chanting). “Ritual is fundamentally a prescribed
pattern of behavior, hence behavior that is structured, otherwise it will not be considered effective
for whatever purpose is intended. Some rituals, particularly public and religious ones, are often
rigidly patterned” (Spilka 2005, p. 365). Religious rituals play a role in reinforcing beliefs, providing
experiences, and building a sense of community (Spilka 2005), a useful entry point to studying religious
socialization and developmental processes related to engaging with rituals. Rituals also engage children
and youth through participation and asking questions about the practices (Harris and Koenig 2006).
Sometimes, people who may not be religious also participate in the religious rituals, and hence are
included in the community. Some people participate in religious ceremonies or rituals to become part
of a religious and cultural community to avoid marginalization in a newer context. For example, many
immigrant groups might have a higher need for ethnic and cultural communities in preserving their
religious, cultural, and ethnic values (Feguson et al. 2016). Religious and ethnic identities often are
reconstructed more intentionally after immigration to new contexts. Immigrants might attend religious
services more frequently than they would do in their home country, not because they want to socially
isolate themselves, but because they want to stay close to it in order to socialize their children and
to preserve the values, and also to be in a stronger position to interact with other social or religious
groups (Williams 2007).

4. Bioecological Contextual Developmental Iterations

Religious content is embedded in the lived experiences of youth who navigate their ecological
contexts (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). A contextual approach includes relational developmental
systems (RDS), as it provides a comprehensive framework that highlights the bi-directional relationships
between different levels of the developing systems (Lerner et al. 2015). These developmental contexts
include the individual embedded in different socializing relationships, primarily parents (Berns 2015)
but also including relationships with peers (Brown 2004) and religious and spiritual mentors
(Schwartz et al. 2006). Youth also develop within particular contexts, such as proximal spaces of
home, youth group, congregation, as well as more distal influences such as broader society and
public policy and perceptions that afford privileges or slights based on multiple axes of identity
(Abo-Zena and Ahmed 2014). Religion and spirituality provide youth with different sources of hope,
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ideals, moral beliefs, behavioral norms, and worldviews through texts, prayers, and rituals and role
models through the collective nature of religion and influence the course of identity development during
adolescence (Roeser et al. 2008; Smith and Denton 2005). The communities where adolescents grow are
structured within cultural, historical and religious traditions, which help youth to develop a sense of
social belonging, find meaning and purpose in their life, and boost self-esteem and understanding,
hence helping shape youth’s identities (Ashmore et al. 2004; Ho and Ho 2007).

Children’s and youth’s individual characteristics, such as personalities, temperament,
individual desire to search and explore religiosity and spirituality, cognitive and moral
development, and disabilities play an important role in their religious and spiritual development.
Harris and Koenig (2006) argued that in addition to maturation processes in cognitive development,
the exposure to rituals, religious buildings, art and drawing, and ceremonies promote the understanding
of higher power as children start developing intuitive thought and asking questions by age 3–4, leading
to a range of ways children are socialized religiously, evaluate scientific and religious evidence,
and develop perspectives about God, spirit, life, and faith. Youth develop their persona within
the norms of their social and cultural environment; hence religion is an important construct in
youth’s identity (Erickson 1968). Families and communities are structured within cultural, historical,
and religious traditions, which helps youth to have a sense of social belonging, find meaning and
purpose in their life, boost self-esteem and understanding, and contribute to shaping youth’s identities
(Ashmore et al. 2004; Ho and Ho 2007). There are particular interactions between the individual and
context that affect religious experiences, which inform developmental trajectories.

To illustrate, in addition to being able to understand and recognize the traditions of others,
religious literacy includes understanding and accessing one’s faith tradition. In some traditions,
accessing religion requires proficiency in a liturgical language, which may limit access. Oftentimes
the religious content is accessible to few elites and interpreted and transmitted to other members of
the cultural group at the mercy of the elites. One such example is the traditional religious content of
Hinduism that is written in Sanskrit. According to Vajpeyi (2016), “Sanskrit is an old language rich
with liturgy, scripture, philosophy, and literature, but its use has, for the most part, been restricted to
men and religious and political elites” (p. 46). Some of these elites included “Brahmins”, a caste that
was deemed on the top of the caste hierarchy, who did not allow “Shudras”, who were deemed lowest
on the caste ladder, to learn the language. Additionally, the interpretation of the religious content to
lay people also relied upon Brahmins, which affected the understanding and practice of religion across
Hindus from various ethnic and caste groups. The accessibility and interpretation of religious content
might shape the understanding and practice of religion. This social stratification of religious, cultural,
and spiritual contexts shapes the socialization of children and youth in the families embedded in the
societal hierarchy of privilege and oppression.

5. Reflexivity

Reflexivity is important in critical inquiry and conceptualization of this issue. Reflexivity should
be understood beyond self-critique and appraisal; it is the continuous engagement of various selves in
the process and product of the inquiry (Dowling 2006; Horsburgh 2003). Reflexivity also constitutes our
internal and external awareness as researchers/editors, while being aware of the effects of our cultural,
religious, and professional backgrounds, and our professional relationships to other contributors of
the issue in understanding and interpreting the works of this journal (Dowling 2006).

Mona Abo-Zena, PhD: As an immigrant origin child, I grew up in small town Iowa, U.S. where the
only other Muslim people in my town lived with me (my mother, father, and brother). Being religiously
minoritized in a geographically isolated religious context limited my own knowledge of Islam
(e.g., fortunate to have been taught to speak colloquial Arabic, but not proficient in understanding and
decoding liturgical and classical Arabic), and left me struggling to reconcile being socially-religiously
different. My childhood memories are characterized largely by the mental fog of navigating this duality.
Particularly salient during the massive stretch between Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s,
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I recall mouthing the words to Christmas carols in public school (and in middle school learning them
in Spanish as well). As an educator and developmental scholar, I am committed to striving to study
people and their experiences in a holistic, intersectional, and nuanced manner as they would like to
be described. I am particularly attentive to individuals and groups who are often rendered invisible
or marginalized in scholarship, including youth who are religiously minoritized and young children.
Guided by insights from my own personal experiences of invisibility or marginalization, my scholarly
focus, including for this special issue, seeks to make up for such ecological omissions and center around
the people and experiences typically underrepresented within the scholarship.

Meenal Rana, PhD: At Humboldt State University, I teach many classes in Child Development
using lifespan and ecological perspectives. Students in my classes learn about growth and development
from conception to adulthood using various frameworks: (1) Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model
(i.e., various layers of context shaping development; individual characteristics affect contexts); risk and
resilience framework (i.e., using strength based perspectives); sociocultural lens (i.e., role of familial
and cultural contexts); neurosequential model of education (i.e., safety and relationships with young
children are foundations of learning); family systems perspectives, genetics, and epigenetics. I integrate
these lenses in my research and community work by incorporating interdisciplinary knowledge
from the areas of psychology, neuroscience, human genetics, social work, education, and sociology.
I am an immigrant woman scholar, who grew up in India in a Hindu family. While using an egalitarian
lens of viewing other religious groups, there was a lot of emphasis on prayers and rituals. As a critical
thinker myself, I often found myself asking lots of “why” and “how” questions about the religion.
I integrated the ideologies for which I could find more plausible rationale from my parents. As an adult,
I do not consider myself religious but highly spiritual. However, as a first-generation immigrant
and a religious scholar who worked with Sikh families, I am also cognizant of the intersectionality
of culture and religion and the importance of religious congregations and community in fostering
cultural values in next generation, in building social and economic capital and resilience in the face
of discrimination and marginalization. Being aware of my own characteristics and biases, I was able
to engage in this review process objectively, while keeping an openness for participants’ voices and
experiences, researchers’ interpretations of their data, and authors’ writing styles.

6. This Issue

Drawing from an ecological framework and life span perspective, this special issue on the
role of religion and spirituality in positive youth development addresses some gaps in scholarship.
Using interdisciplinary conceptual frameworks and diverse research methods, it focuses on studying
underrepresented populations, developmental outcomes of religiosity and spirituality, contexts
of socialization, and perspectives within positive youth development as well as challenges to it.
While the focus is on the role of religion and spirituality, the framing is from an intersectional
perspective on religious identity development that attends to other social positions and identities in
contexts that are differentially stratified such as ethnicity, race, gender, socioeconomic background,
nationality, and immigration status (Crenshaw 1989) Collectively, the papers draw from diverse
approaches to contribute to the conceptual framings and empirical evidence to understand the role of
religion and spirituality in the positive development of youth.

This special issue contributes to the existing literature in multiple ways: 1. While youth
development generally focuses on adolescence and emerging adulthood, this special issue draws
from a lifespan perspective in order to consider antecedents in early childhood and the effects of
socializing agents throughout the lifespan, including caregivers and religious mentors, as well as
the effects of contexts such as racism and xenophobia on youth development; 2. The field of the
psychology of religion has been identified as being disproportionately focused on Protestant Christian
samples, experiences, and theology; this issue seeks to represent underrepresented faith traditions
and their related experiences; 3. With a focus on supporting positive youth development, this issue
draws from interdisciplinary perspectives (e.g., religious studies, disability studies, education, family
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studies, developmental psychology, critical race and ethnic studies, urban studies, sociology) and
the correspondingly diverse research methods and conceptual models to understand the complex
developmental processes and interplay between religion and other social identities in context.

7. Issue Overview and Contributions

The special issue consists of seven articles, five empirical studies, one conceptual, and one review
paper. Using the bioecological framework and lifespan development perspective, these quantitative
and qualitative studies collected data from young children, youth, families, religious organizations
and congregations. The methodologies included autoethnography, ethnography, in-depth interviews,
case studies, and structural equation modeling. The samples ranged from three case study vignettes
to 888 youth. The youth represented in the articles report following religious traditions that include
Judaism, Christianity (including Catholicism), Islam, and Sikhism, intersecting with many ethnic,
racial, and immigrant, and international populations, such as Black, El Salvadorian, first- and
second-generation Indian immigrant families. The studies examined the contexts of parents and families,
religious schools, organizations, education and texts, congregations, religious and non-religious
communities, contemporary and historical contexts, popular media and stereotyping, stratified social
contexts given effects of racism, classism, and other interlocking systems of oppression prevalent in
society. This issue highlighted understudied religious socialization contexts for children and adolescents
whose traditions and experiences have not typically been the focus of research, noting that there
are many competing socialization contexts and phenomena that affect the religious and spiritual
development of children and youth.

King et al. (2020) explore the link between religiousness and hope, particularly for youth living
in adversity. Drawing on a relational developmental systems metatheory, this study explored how
involvement in the faith-based youth-development organization, Compassion International (CI),
might facilitate character strengths like hope for a youth sample in El Salvador, half of whom were
involved in CI and the other half of whom were a locally matched counterfactual sample. Structural
equation models revealed that higher levels of religiousness were directly and indirectly associated
with higher levels of hope in relation to higher levels of spirituality and social connections among
CI involved youth. Findings suggest that the relationship between religiousness and hope is best
understood when it incorporates the spirituality and social connections associated with religion
of youths.

Expanding on how social science research has typically portrayed the lived experiences of
Black urban-residing people in a manner that flattens our understanding of their experiences,
Mattis et al. (2019) propose an alternative conceptual framework that links sociopolitical factors
to religiosity, spirituality, and positive development. In particular, this lens portrays the diversity of
religious and spiritual experiences and the robust connections between everyday life and positive
outcomes, such as compassion, hope, liberation, and joy and attends to the ways that faith helps Black
youth and adults residing in urban spaces navigate the sequelae of distinct sociopolitical features of
urban life.

Drawing from a sociocultural lens, Abo-Zena and Midgette (2019) use illustrative examples of
lived experiences to frame the robust nature of young children’s participation in religious life and how
they make meaning around and apply religion to their own lives. They attend particularly to religious
minorities and contexts relevant to religious socialization and development. While the sociocultural
perspective captures the range of children’s experiences, the manuscript explores the understudied
role of emotion as a motivator or influence of young children’s experiences.

Using the ethnoreligious socialization framework, adapted from the ethnic racial socialization
work done in African-American families, Rana et al. (2019) present ethnographic work with a Sikh
community in a Midwestern town. Using the bioecological framework, the authors draw from 23
parent interviews and observation notes from 12 Sikh families on their socialization of their sons to
protect them from bullying and harassment that happens in schools due to popularized media images
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maligning Muslims and Sikhs mistaken as Muslims. Additionally, the paper examines the role of
ethnoreligious communities in building resilience among minoritized youth.

Crawford Sullivan and Aramini (2019) used qualitative semi-structured, face-to-face interviews
with 53 parents/caregivers to analyze barriers and opportunities in religious education for their children
and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The authors examine the factors parents of
children with ASD perceive or experience within religious education as supportive or as barriers that
exacerbate the alienation from the community. The authors present recommendations for congregations
and religious places of worship to be more inclusive of children and families with exceptionalities.

Within the context of religious education classroom, Hassenfeld (2019) reports on a year-long
intervention conducted in a seventh grade Hebrew Bible classroom in which students were asked
to find their own meaning in the Biblical text and the role of the teacher in that iterative process.
This autoethnographic study found that religious text classrooms can offer a particular ecological
context to support positive youth development when an effective interpretive community is created.

Dollahite and Marks (2019) highlight contributions of the findings from a branch of the American
Families of Faith national research project that pertain to positive religious and spiritual development
in youth. In this empirical review of six previous studies on religious youth and their parents from
diverse Abrahamic faith communities (various denominations in Christianity, three major branches of
Judaism, and two major groups in Islam), they review findings in family contexts, and outline areas for
future scholarship.

8. Limitations and Future Directions

In spite of the important contributions to this special issue, it is limited in its scope.
While we focused on ecological perspectives on religion and positive youth development, we recognize
that what constitutes positive development may vary based on religious affiliation and from
an intersectional perspective (e.g., comportment and knowledge requirements that vary by religion
and are often gendered, need to understand a liturgical language to participate in religious practices).
Given the vast possibilities of factors and their relative fit between individual children or youth
and their social contexts over time, not all could be included within the scope of an issue.
Dollahite and Marks (2019) outline a list of areas for future research that includes: social and political
action, popular media, participating in secular activities, wrestling with existential questions, conversion
and disaffiliation, interfaith knowledge and experiences, impactful personal experiences, volunteerism
and service, religious rituals and ceremonies, mental illness, mindfulness and meditation, temperament
and personalities, agency and personal choices, sexual orientation and experiences, the dark side of
religion, and generative devotion that tends to the needs of others, particularly family.

We concur with the direction they outline and contribute examples that stem from responsiveness
to more inclusive sampling in order to anchor future research opportunities. We need to continue
exploring the degree to which the content of religious affiliation includes variations within and across
different populations of youth. This research focus would include cultural, religious, and secular
practices, and focus on the meaning making youth ascribe to them at the time, over time, and across
geographical contexts. For example, alms giving or tithing may be practices that exist in some form
across faith traditions, but be engaged in for a range of reasons (e.g., purifying wealth and the giver,
for protection from evil spirits, a way to save money and provide for someone else in need, a compulsory
tax). Scholars should seek to understand the different meanings that children and youth afford to their
practice and explore the implications for religious and spiritual development. A research focus that
seeks inclusively to represent religious/spiritual commitments experiences may explore features of religious
life for which there may be no common or adequate parlance for communicating the mysteries of
experiences like fasting and transcendence. Finally, research methods and researchers need to be keen to
uncover meaning making and utilize multimethod approaches, multicontextual studies, and multiple
participants and perspectives to provide both divergent and triangulated data. Longitudinal studies,
participant centered approaches, and autoethnography provide a range of research designs that can



Religions 2020, 11, 406 8 of 10

solve the problem of narrow ways of studying religion (i.e., considering attendance as a proxy of
religiosity, when attendance may be about accessing co-ethnic fellowship or material support such as
free food provided by a Sikh temple and not [only] for religiosity).

In order to actualize the potential of research to authentically understand the phenomena of
religion and spirituality as it informs the development of diverse youth, we need to broaden the research
lens to include the diverse youth, families, and congregations within fluid and multi-layered contexts.
Such a focus will help identify practices that may be currently overlooked in the developmental
scholarship, such as Holi or the Hindu Festival of Colors and its focus on forgiveness and inclusiveness,
with implications for research methods and understanding developmental processes. A person-centered
focus would explore the range of effects religion may have, including presenting barriers to normative
youth development. For example, immigrant ethnoreligious groups might bring their religious and
cultural practices to a new homeland and the enculturation process can be challenging due to lack of
religious community in a particular geographic area. The competing contexts of immigrant religious
minorities and the separation of state and religion can affect the family dynamics and pose challenges
for youth mental health. More intersectional scholarship that includes a youth’s personal and social
identifiers and the integration of multidimensional aspects of identity into a coherent self within layers
will help ensure that developmental scholarship serves to promote the positive development of a range
of youth in context as they relate to others, and not be a disservice to all youth by neglecting all who
are important.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.M.A.-Z. and M.R.; writing—original draft preparation, M.M.A.-Z.
and M.R.; writing—review and editing, M.M.A.-Z. and M.R. All authors have read and agreed to the published
version of the manuscript.
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