
religions

Article

Spiritual Jihad among U.S. Muslims: Preliminary
Measurement and Associations with Well-Being
and Growth

Seyma N. Saritoprak, Julie J. Exline * ID and Nick Stauner ID

Department of Psychological Sciences, Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH 44106-7123, USA;
seyma.saritoprak@case.edu (S.N.S.); nickstauner@gmail.com (N.S.)
* Correspondence: julie.exline@case.edu

Received: 2 March 2018; Accepted: 10 May 2018; Published: 13 May 2018
����������
�������

Abstract: Religious and spiritual (r/s) struggles entail tension and conflict regarding religious and
spiritual aspects of life. R/s struggles relate to distress, but may also relate to growth. Growth from
struggles is prominent in Islamic spirituality and is sometimes referred to as spiritual jihad. This
work’s main hypothesis was that in the context of moral struggles, incorporating a spiritual jihad
mindset would relate to well-being, spiritual growth, and virtue. The project included two samples of
U.S. Muslims: an online sample from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) worker database website
(N = 280) and a community sample (N = 74). Preliminary evidence of reliability and validity emerged
for a new measure of a spiritual jihad mindset. Results revealed that Islamic religiousness and daily
spiritual experiences with God predicted greater endorsement of a spiritual jihad mindset among
participants from both samples. A spiritual jihad mindset predicted greater levels of positive religious
coping (both samples), spiritual and post-traumatic growth (both samples), and virtuous behaviors
(MTurk sample), and less depression and anxiety (MTurk sample). Results suggest that some Muslims
incorporate a spiritual jihad mindset in the face of moral struggles. Muslims who endorse greater
religiousness and spirituality may specifically benefit from implementing a spiritual jihad mindset in
coping with religious and spiritual struggles.
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1. Introduction

Numerous studies have investigated the beneficial effects of religion and spirituality on health
and well-being (Seybold and Hill 2001; Miller and Thoresen 2003). While religious and spiritual
involvement can yield various benefits, they can also be a source of struggle. Religious and spiritual
(r/s) struggles transpire when a person’s beliefs, practices, or experiences regarding r/s matters
cause conflict or distress (for reviews, see Exline 2013; Exline and Rose 2013; Pargament 2007;
Stauner et al. 2016).

There are several forms of general r/s struggles (Exline et al. 2014). Divine struggles occur
when one experiences negative thoughts or feelings about God. Demonic struggles involve concerns
about being attacked by a devil or various forms of evil spirits. Interpersonal struggles refer to
conflicts surrounding religious people, groups, or institutions. Moral struggles involve concerns about
obedience to moral principles and guilt surrounding violations of those principles. Doubt-related
struggles involve concerns about religious doubts and questions. Finally, ultimate meaning struggles
involve concerns regarding a perceived absence of meaning or purpose in life (Exline et al. 2014).

Many individuals experience r/s struggles. For example, in a study of undergraduates from U.S.
colleges and universities (Astin et al. 2005), a majority of first-year students reported occasionally
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feeling distant from God (65%) and questioning their religious beliefs (57%). Furthermore, recent
studies have documented r/s struggles among diverse cultural and religious groups. For example,
self-reports on the Religious and Spiritual Struggles (RSS) scale among Israeli-Jewish university
students indicated as many as 30% of students experience r/s struggles (Abu-Raiya et al. 2016).
Religious and spiritual struggles have also been reported among broad samples of U.S. adults
(Stauner et al. 2015/2016). Using a large, nationally representative sample of adults, Ellison and
Lee (2010) examined troubled relationships with God, negative social encounters within religious
contexts, and chronic religious doubt and found that most people reported low levels of these
struggles; nevertheless, the struggles were positively associated with psychological distress. Similarly,
Abu-Raiya et al. (2015) found that, although participants that reported low levels of r/s struggle on
average, all forms of struggle were positively related to depressive and anxious symptomology.

R/s struggles often imply tension and conflict regarding one’s core beliefs and behaviors. Thus, it
is not surprising that many studies have found r/s struggles to be linked with psychological distress
(e.g., Ellison and Lee 2010; Exline et al. 2000). A meta-analysis on religious coping and psychological
adjustment revealed a direct link between r/s struggles and indicators of distress such as anxiety,
anger, and depression (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005). Such links with psychological distress have been
found even after controlling demographic variables such as race and socioeconomic status (Ellison and
Lee 2010). R/s struggles have also been associated with greater thoughts of suicide (Exline et al. 2000),
lower levels of life satisfaction (Abu-Raiya et al. 2016; Abu-Raiya et al. 2015), and less happiness,
even after controlling overall religiousness, personality factors, and social isolation (Abu-Raiya et al.
2015). Although there is not enough evidence to infer a causal relationship between r/s struggles and
emotional distress, research suggests a strong connection between the two domains.

In contrast to the significant body of research on the distressing aspects of r/s struggles, relatively
little attention has been given to the potential of r/s struggles to promote personal growth. The
existing research on the relationship between r/s struggles and growth is mixed (for a review, see
Pargament et al. 2006). Although some researchers have found a connection (Pargament et al. 2000),
others have not (e.g., Phillips and Stein 2007), and some studies have even found negative links
between struggle and growth (e.g., Park et al. 2009). The lack of concurrent findings in the literature
suggest that it may be the actual coping response to the r/s struggle, rather than the struggle itself,
that predicts spiritual growth or decline (Exline and Rose 2013; Exline et al. 2017). Similarly, growth
from struggle has been linked with positive religious coping (Exline et al. 2017), perception of a secure
relationship with God (for a review, see Granqvist and Granqvist and Kirkpatrick 2013), integrating
religion into everyday life (Desai 2006), having religious support (Desai 2006), and perceived support
or intervention from God (Pargament et al. 2006; Wilt et al. 2017).

Although studies have demonstrated that r/s struggles can be linked with growth-related
outcomes, more research needs to be conducted to examine the growth processes that could accompany
r/s struggles. Looking at the process of growth from a religious perspective, individuals may
intentionally embrace the experience of struggle for a greater purpose, such as for the sake of becoming
closer to God or eliminating their perceived shortcomings; such struggles may be intentional in nature
for the purpose of spiritual growth. People of faith who may desire to become more devoted believers
may embrace struggle as a medium through which they can develop a stronger relationship with the
Divine. Struggling for growth purposes is prominent in the religion of Islam, and is sometimes referred
to as spiritual jihad. Hence, a natural place to initiate an empirical investigation of such processes is
within the context of the religion of Islam.

1.1. Spiritual Jihad: An Islamic Perspective

Much of the research conducted on r/s struggles has made use of predominantly Christian
samples. The aim of the current project was to focus primarily on struggles and growth among Muslims,
framed in terms of spiritual jihad. A brief review of relevant Islamic theology and psychological
research will be addressed. The Arabic noun “jihad” is derived from the Arabic verb “jahada”, which is
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translated as “struggle” or “hardships” (Al-Khalil 1986). Some traditions within Islam, such as the Sufi
tradition, categorize jihad into two types: the greater and the lesser jihad. The greater jihad (al-jihad
al-akbar), contrary to popular thought, refers to an internal spiritual struggle in the path of God against
the various trials of life (Nizami 1997). On the other hand, the lesser jihad (al-jihad al-asghar) refers
to an external endeavor for the sake of Islam (Al-Zabidi 1987). Examples of the lesser jihad include
fighting for God’s cause on the battlefield, stepping out of a conversation due to religious objections, or
speaking out for God’s sake. Notably, the lesser jihad (often simply referred to as “jihad”) has become
increasingly aligned with popular views of Muslims in recent years (Amin 2015; Afsaruddin 2013). The
term jihad has particularly become increasingly associated with acts of terrorism, thereby promoting
the notion that terrorism is a fundamental aspect of Islam (Turner 2007). Such interpretations of the
term jihad not only ignore the majority of forms of the lesser jihad that are completely nonviolent,
but also fail to acknowledge the meaning of greater jihad for many Muslims. Islamic spirituality, as
reflected largely in the Sufi heritage, considers the greater spiritual jihad a fundamental component
of spiritual growth and development. Spiritual jihad is a process that requires a conscious effort in
“struggling against the soul (al-nafs) for the sake of God” (Picken 2011). In Islam, the nafs are thought
to be responsible for a wide variety of dangerous, unsocialized impulses; this psychological influence
is roughly analogous to the Freud (1923/1962) concept of the id. For further information regarding the
role of the nafs in the process of spiritual jihad, please request a copy of Saritoprak et al. (2018).

The ongoing journey of spiritual jihad may be a common experience among practicing Muslims.
Numerous Qur’anic verses promote an intentional, continuous engagement in spiritual jihad, such
as these: “And those who strive for us, we will surely guide them to our ways. And indeed, Allah
is with the doers of good” (29:69), and, “The ones who have believed, emigrated, and striven in the
cause of Allah with their wealth and their lives are greater in rank in the sight of Allah. And it is those
who are the attainers [of success]” (9:20). Similarly, as narrated by Al-Bayhaqi (1996), after a successful
defeat and arrival from the Battle of Badr, Prophet Muhammad stated, “We have returned from the
lesser jihad to the greater jihad.” When his companions inquired about the greater jihad’s meaning,
the Prophet replied, “It is the struggle that one must make against one’s carnal self (nafs).” As the
Day of Judgment is one of the six articles of the Islamic faith, practicing Muslims often engage in a
conscious examination of their nafs with the aim of striving to better themselves as believers in return
for not only an eternal afterlife, but also for the sole sake of God. Thus, introspection regarding one’s
behaviors, words, and thoughts throughout life on earth promotes a sense of preparedness for the final
Judgment and a path toward spiritual refinement.

Nevertheless, despite the theological emphasis on spiritual jihad within Islam, no study to date
has examined the construct of spiritual jihad within the field of psychology. A review of the current
literature on r/s struggles and growth indicates a gap in both the conceptualization and measurement
of spiritual jihad. As a preliminary attempt to address this gap, the aim of the current article is to
investigate the process by which individuals engage in spiritual jihad and the outcomes associated
with such engagement.

1.2. Spiritual Jihad: Attributing Wrongdoings to the Nafs

Attribution theory (Weiner 1985) emphasizes the need to assign responsibility for events. In the
face of certain events, people often look for information regarding the cause of why an event occurred,
and this is especially true for unexpected and negative events. In such cases, people may often think,
“Why did this event occur?” or, “Why did I do what I did?” in attempting to explain why a particular
incident took place. By seeking knowledge to explain certain outcomes, including successes and
failures, the individual can learn to adapt their behavior accordingly in order to prevent or promote a
certain incident in the future.

This line of research is relevant to the concept of spiritual jihad. Within a spiritual jihad framework,
Muslims who are faced with certain desires or temptations may attribute such inclinations to their
nafs. For example, one may think, “I have a sexual desire because my nafs wants it.” Along similar
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lines, in the face of perceived wrongdoings or moral failures, a Muslim may think, “I engaged in
the behavior because of the desires of my nafs”, thereby attributing either thoughts or actions to
such proclivities of their nafs. By attributing certain thoughts and behaviors to their nafs, Muslims
incorporating a spiritual jihad approach into their life may be more likely to become aware of such
inclinations in the future and engage in greater efforts in struggling against such desires. Speculatively
speaking, cognitively separating the source of motivation for undesirable behaviors from one’s own
consciousness may help Muslims resolve cognitive dissonance and reject their unwanted impulses.

1.3. Spiritual Jihad and Positive Religious Coping

The mechanism of meaning-making may play a role in positive emotional experiences (Folkman
1997). Because religious and spiritual beliefs and practices may play a significant role in making
meaning (e.g., Park 2012), they can also be major component of the coping process (Pargament 1997).
Religious coping has been proposed to play five main functions: providing a sense of comfort in times
of struggle, bringing a feeling of connectedness with others, bringing meaning to a distressing life
experience, providing a framework for controlling events that are beyond one’s direct personal control
and resources, and providing help in making life transformations (Pargament et al. 2000). Additionally,
religious coping may take both positive and negative forms.

Positive religious coping may involve being spiritually connected with the world and others,
having a secure relationship with God, and/or finding a greater meaning in life (Pargament et al. 1998).
On the other hand, negative religious coping methods may reflect religious/spiritual struggles
such as being spiritually discontent, appraising a stressor as a punishment from God, viewing
the stressor as an act of demonic forces, and/or being dissatisfied with other religious people or
institutions (Pargament et al. 1998). Research has shown that negative and positive forms of religious
coping can exhibit differing outcomes related to mental and physical health (e.g., Hebert et al. 2009;
Trevino et al. 2010). For example, negative religious coping has been associated with greater symptoms
of depression and lower quality of life, whereas positive religious coping has been linked with lower
levels of psychological distress and greater well-being (Pargament et al. 1998).

Similarly, spiritual jihad may be framed as a form of positive religious coping. It may be a way in
which some Muslims approach life experiences and a process that fosters making meaning of negative
life events and coping in a proactive manner. In the face of adversities and struggle, Muslims may
appraise the situation through a spiritual jihad-based interpretive lens. For example, they may regard a
distressing life event as a test that will bring them closer to their faith, a test of their nafs that they must
overcome, a way in which they can earn greater sawab (good deeds) in the afterlife, or an opportunity
to ask for Divine forgiveness. Incorporating such a mindset may allow the individual to make meaning
of their experience in a positive manner, and may promote perceptions of spiritual growth. Within
the writings of some Islamic scholars, spiritual jihad has been considered an essential component of
spiritual growth (Al-Ghazali 1982; Al-Bursawi 1990). It requires a constant and conscious struggle
against one’s nafs with the aim of developing a closer relationship with God and becoming a more
devout Muslim.

1.4. Spiritual Jihad: Implications for Virtues, Vices, and Well-Being

Spiritual jihad is not only intended to promote positive religious coping, but it is also intended
to promote virtues. From an Islamic perspective, there are several overarching themes rooted in the
Qur’an and Sunnah of the Prophet that promote actively bettering oneself in the path of God through
virtuous behavior. For the purpose of this study, we will focus on patience, gratitude, and forgiveness
with an emphasis on their potential links with spiritual and psychological well-being.

The cultivation of sabr (often translated from Arabic as “patience”), is an essential component in
the active engagement of spiritual jihad. Differing from the traditional understanding of the English
word patience, in the Islamic tradition, sabr can essentially be described as the active restraining of
oneself from wrongdoings, limiting objections and complaints in the face of calamities, and putting all
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trust in God (Khan 2000). In order to ensure that we use the term as close as possible to the original
Arabic term, herein, a nuanced presentation of the word patience is the most accurate way to present
the information. One of the earliest examples of patience in Islamic history can be traced back to
the time when the Prophet was being persecuted by the pagan Meccans of the time. During such
times of hardship, the Qur’anic verse, “And whoever is patient and forgives . . . indeed, that is of the
matters [requiring] determination” (42:42–43) encouraged Muslims to maintain a steadfast approach
and patiently endure wrongdoings in a forgiving and non-combative manner (Afsaruddin 2007). From
a psychological perspective, approaching situations in a patient manner enhances resilience in times
of hardship, thereby promoting better coping ability (Connor and Zhang 2006). The act of being
patient involves a proactive approach in coping with negative emotions such as anger and frustration.
Therefore, it may encourage a less hostile approach to life experiences, a positive perspective, and
increased resilience in the face of adversity.

Gratitude, referred to as shukr in Arabic, is an essential aspect of Islamic spirituality. Gratefulness
towards God and other people is reflected through one’s appreciation and acknowledgement of
the surrounding blessings. Gratitude is a manner through which one remembers God and brings a
religious perspective of life to conscious awareness, which may be regarded as a vital component of
spiritual jihad. Numerous themes of gratitude can be found in the Qur’an and hadith (sayings of
the Prophet Muhammad). For example, an emphasis on gratitude is evident in such sayings of the
Prophet: “One who does not thank for the little does not thank for the abundant, and one who does
not thank people does not thank God” (Al-Muslim 2006; hadith 2734). Psychological literature has
considered gratitude to be a part of one’s larger framework of life that fosters noticing and appreciating
the positive in the world (Wood et al. 2010). Gratitude has also been linked with less anger and hostility
and with more warmth, altruism, and trust (Wood et al. 2008), in addition to greater happiness and
positive affect (e.g., Emmons and McCullough 2003; Watkins et al. 2003).

The act of forgiving can be regarded as an inevitable aspect of one’s spiritual jihad and holds a
distinguished place in Islamic theology. As humans are vulnerable to sins, mistakes, and transgressions,
forgiveness promotes an opportunity for spiritual reformation. The act of forgiving fosters both one’s
relationship with God and with other humans. The Qur’an highlights both God’s forgiveness and the
act of forgiving others, as evident in the verse: “And let not those of virtue among you and wealth
swear not to give [aid] to their relatives and the needy and the emigrants for the cause of Allah, and let
them pardon and overlook. Would you not like that Allah should forgive you? And Allah is forgiving
and merciful” (24:22). Within psychology, forgiveness has been studied as a positive and prosocial
response to transgressions (for reviews, see Fehr et al. 2010; Riek and Mania 2012; Worthington 2005).
Historically, researchers have found that individuals who tend to forgive others are more altruistic,
caring, generous, and empathic (Ashton et al. 1998). More recent studies show that people who
forgive are more likely to be in relationships described as “close”, “committed”, and “satisfactory”
(Tsang et al. 2006). For a more detailed overview of virtues rooted in the Qur’an and Sunnah, please
request a copy of Saritoprak et al. (2018).

Forgiveness can also take the form of self-forgiveness. Research has shown a positive association
between self-forgiveness and perceived forgiveness from God (Martin 2008; McConnell and Dixon
2012). Feeling unforgiven by God may contribute to one’s general view of the self (e.g., feeling
unworthy) and/or of God (e.g., punitive and angry). Such experiences may form r/s struggles
(Exline et al. 2017) and adversely impact an individual’s spiritual and mental wellness. This possibility
suggests another way in which forgiveness may facilitate growth: if taking a spiritual jihad mindset
toward one’s r/s struggles can help a person feel forgiven by God, that perception may then lead to
self-forgiveness and allow healing to occur.

In addition to promoting virtuous behaviors, the greater jihad also fosters an active strife against
the everyday malevolent temptations of the nafs as a means towards improving the self in the way of
God. The individual must struggle to control sinful desires for the purpose of gaining God’s favor
and eternal Paradise, as evident in the verse, “But as for he who feared the position of his Lord and
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prevented the soul from [unlawful] inclination, then indeed, paradise will be [his] refuge” (79:40–41).
Such a strife can take form against the many evils the Qur’an and Sunnah put forward. For example,
the Qur’an presents numerous verses on the consequences of exhibiting arrogance and pride, such
as, “And do not turn your cheek [in contempt] toward people and do not walk through the earth
exultantly. Indeed, Allah does not like everyone self-deluded and boastful” (31:18). Similarly, other
vices are also cautioned against among the Qur’anic verses and the life of the Prophet. For example,
the Qur’an states “So fear Allah as much as you are able and listen and obey and spend [in the way of
Allah]; it is better for yourselves. And whoever is protected from the stinginess of his soul—it is those
who will be the successful” (64:16) highlights the strife to deter oneself from sinful traits such as greed
and stinginess. Similarly, the saying of the Prophet “Do not spy upon one another and do not feel envy
with the other, and nurse no malice, and nurse no aversion and hostility against one another. And
be fellow-brothers and servants of Allah” (Al-Bukhari 1990) discourages Muslims from vices such as
envy and hatred.

1.5. The Present Study

We are not aware of any empirical studies that have examined spiritual jihad, a growth-oriented
mindset that Muslims may bring to r/s struggles. Our aim was to attempt to assess the mindset
associated with spiritual jihad and to begin to examine its associations with perceptions of personal
growth (including spiritual and posttraumatic growth), well-being, and virtues among U.S. Muslims.
Although a mindset of spiritual jihad could be brought to almost any type of r/s struggle, we began
with an emphasis on moral struggles, because these are struggles in which an internal conflict against
one’s unwanted inclinations would be especially salient.

1.6. Hypotheses

We expected positive associations between endorsement of a spiritual jihad mindset and two
indicators of religious engagement: general religiousness and daily spiritual experiences with God
while controlling social desirability. In response to a specific moral struggle, we hypothesized that
greater endorsement of a spiritual jihad mindset would relate to higher levels of positive religious
coping, spiritual growth, posttraumatic growth, and lower levels of spiritual decline. In terms of
general well-being, we expected that endorsement of the spiritual jihad mindset would be associated
with greater life satisfaction and fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression. Finally, we predicted
that endorsement of the spiritual jihad mindset would be associated with reports of more virtuous
behaviors in terms of greater endorsement of traits related to patience, forgiveness, and gratitude.
All hypotheses were preregistered with the Open Science Framework (Saritoprak and Exline 2017a,
embargoed until 2021).

2. Method

2.1. Participants and Procedure

We included participants from two samples. The first was an adult Muslim sample (N = 280)
obtained from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) website. The second sample was comprised of an
adult Muslim community sample (N = 74). To obtain the community sample, we contacted Muslim
leaders throughout Northeast Ohio via email and asked them to forward an invitation to members of
their congregations. All participants completed a battery of questionnaires assessing predictor and
outcome variables related to spiritual jihad. Participants read the consent form prior to initiating the
questionnaires and received a small monetary incentive for their participation (MTurk participants
received $3; community participants received $10 to mitigate recruitment difficulty).

Table 1 summarizes demographic information for both samples. Both samples were comprised
mostly of Middle Eastern participants, with the median age for both samples being in the range of
early thirties to mid thirties. The participants in the MTurk sample comprised a larger percent of
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U.S.-born participants compared to the community sample, in addition to more participants identifying
as single. In terms of English language proficiency, both samples were composed predominantly of
native English speakers, followed by advanced English speakers.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for demographics.

Community
N = 74

MTurk
N = 280

Median (SD) (Range)

Age 31 (14.2) (19–77) 28 (9.2) (18–65)
N (%) N (%)

Gender
Male 50 (68%) 131 (46%)

Female 24 (32%) 130 (47%)
Transgender Female
Transgender Male

Genderqueer

0 (0%)
0 (0%)
0 (0%)

9 (3.2%)
9 (3.2%)
1 (0.4%)

Race/Ethnicity
Middle Eastern 30 (38%) 131 (50%)

White/Caucasian/European American
Indian

African American/Black
Asian/Pacific Islander

Latino/Hispanic/Native American

19 (24%)
13 (16%)

6 (8%)
11 (14%)
0 (0%)

54 (21%)
27 (10%)
28 (11%)
15 (6%)
6 (2%)

USA Born
Yes 34 (46%) 233 (83%)
No 40 (54%) 47 (17%)

Relationship Status
Single 29 (39%) 148 (55%)

Married 44 (59%) 77 (28%)
Living w/Romantic Partner 1 (1%) 26 (10%)

Engaged 0 (0%) 15 (6%)
Seperated/Divorced 1 (1%) 2 (1%)

Widowed 0 (0%) 3 (1%)
Years in the USA

20+ years 46 (62%) 210 (75%)
16–20 years 7 (9%) 19 (7%)
11–15 years 2 (3%) 25 (9%)
6–10 years 8 (11%) 18 (6%)
0–5 years 11 (15%) 8 (3%)

English Proficiency
Beginner 0 (0%) 7 (2%)

Intermediate
Advanced

Native

3 (4%)
31 (42%)
40 (54%)

18 (6%)
58 (21%)

197 (70%)

2.2. Measures

Table 2 (which appears at the start of the Results section) lists descriptive statistics (means,
standard deviations, ranges) for all study variables. For a brief description of all of the measures,
please see Appendix B.

Demographic questionnaire. Participants completed a demographic questionnaire. The items
provided further information on participants’ genders, ages, religious/spiritual traditions, ethnicities,
places of birth, relationship statuses, years of residence in the United States, and degrees of proficiency
in the English language.
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We initially developed a 16-item measure to examine the extent to which participants endorse
a spiritual jihad interpretive framework in reference to a specific struggle. Note that spiritual jihad
is our technical term for the Islamic concept; items did not use the term “jihad” to avoid unwanted
connotations. Items were sent to academic scholars in the field of Islamic spirituality in order to develop
content validity. The three scholars provided feedback regarding the content of items. Feedback from
the scholarly experts primarily involved suggestions towards developing a working definition of
the term spiritual jihad, translating Arabic terminology, and the rewording of items to better align
with an Islamic framework. Participants were instructed to rate each item on a seven-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) pertaining to how they viewed a specific moral struggle
they recently encountered. Sample items included “It is a test that will make me closer to God” and
“It is a desire of my nafs that I must work against.” Reverse-scored items such as “The struggle has
no meaning for me” and “Allah plays no role in my struggle” were also included in the measure to
address issues of response biases (e.g., acquiescence). As detailed in the results section, an exploratory
factor analysis was conducted to evaluate the structure of the measure. One item was dropped as a
result of the analysis, as described in the results section. The current study provided initial tests of this
new measure’s reliability and validity. See Appendix A for the complete measure.

Religious coping was measured with select, abbreviated (three-item) subscales from the Religious
Coping Questionnaire (RCOPE; Pargament et al. 2000). The RCOPE consists of subscales assessing
coping responses to stressful experiences within a religious context including Benevolent Religious
Appraisal (e.g., “Thought the event might bring me closer to God”), Active Religious Surrender (e.g.,
“Did my best and turned the situation over to God”), Seeking Spiritual Support (e.g., “Looked to God
for strength, support, and guidance”), Religious Focus (e.g., “Prayed to get my mind off problems”),
Religious Purification (e.g., “Asked forgiveness for my sins”), Spiritual Connection (e.g., “Looked for a
stronger connection with God”) and Religious Forgiving (e.g., “Sought help from God in letting go of
my anger”). Subscale average scores and an overall average score were examined.

Islamic religiousness was measured with the five Islamic Dimensions subscales of the
Psychological Measure of Islamic Religiousness (PMIR; Abu Raiya et al. 2008): Beliefs Dimension (e.g.,
“I believe in the Day of Judgment”), Practices Dimension (e.g., “How often do you fast?”), Ethical
Conduct-Do Dimension (e.g., “Islam is the major reason why I honor my parents”), Ethical Conduct-Do
Not Dimension (e.g., “Islam is the major reason why I do not drink alcohol”), and Islamic Universality
Dimension (e.g., “I identify with the suffering of every Muslim in the world”). An average score was
obtained from each subscale, in addition to an overall average score, in order to measure levels of
Islamic religiousness.

Daily spiritual experiences were measured with the Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (DSES;
Underwood and Teresi 2002). The DSES examines spiritual experiences such as a perceived connection
with the transcendent (e.g., “I feel God’s presence”). Our focus was on the first 15 items, which were
presented in the form of a six-point scale (1 = never, or almost never, 6 = many times a day). The word
“Allah” was substituted for “God” for the purpose of the current study. An overall average score was
obtained, with larger scores indicating greater perceived closeness with Allah.

The short form of the Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI-S; Calhoun and Tedeschi 1999)
assessed the extent to which participants perceived themselves as having grown from their reported
crisis with 13 items (e.g., “A willingness to express my emotions”). Ratings were averaged.

Spiritual growth and decline were measured via abbreviated versions of the Spiritual Growth
(e.g., “Spirituality has become more important to me”) and Spiritual Decline (e.g., In some ways I
have shut down spiritually”) subscales of the Spiritual Transformation Scale (STS; Cole et al. 2008).
A shortened version of the STS (eight items), using the highest-loading items from each subscale,
was administered for the current study, with permission from the scale author. Similar shortened
forms have been used in other published studies of religious/spiritual struggles (Exline et al. 2017;
Wilt et al. 2016). Participants were asked to rate their degree of agreement regarding spiritual growth
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and decline on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very true). An overall average score was calculated
for both subscales.

The five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985) was used in order to measure
satisfaction with life (e.g., “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life”). Participants
responded to items on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). An overall score
was obtained from all five items, including reverse-scored items, with higher scores indicating greater
self-reported life satisfaction.

Generalized anxiety was measured with the Generalized Anxiety Disorder seven-item scale
(GAD-7; Spitzer et al. 2006). The GAD-7 assesses generalized anxiety symptoms by asking participants
to report their frequency of anxiety-related concerns (e.g., “Worrying too much about different things”)
on a four-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). Scores were summed.

Depressed mood was assessed with the Center for Epidemiological Studies of Depression Short
Form (CES-D-10; Radloff 1977), which includes 10 items (e.g., “I was bothered by things that usually
don’t bother me”). Participants responded to statements measuring depressive symptoms in the past
week on a four-point scale ranging from 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3 (all of the time). Ratings
were summed.

Dispositional gratitude was measured with the Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form (GQ-6;
McCullough et al. 2002). Participants responded to six items addressing gratefulness (e.g., “I have so
much in life to be thankful for”). Items were answered on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Item ratings were summed.

A general tendency to forgive was measured with the Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS;
Thompson and Snyder 2003), a self-report questionnaire with 18 items (e.g., “Learning from bad
things that I’ve done helps me get over them”). Participants responded on a scale ranging from 1
(almost always false of me) to 7 (almost always true of me). An overall scale score was calculated from
ratings of the 18 items, including reverse-scored items.

Patience was measured with the 3-Factor Patience Scale (3-FPS, Schnitker 2012). The scale is
comprised of 11 items (e.g., “I am able to wait-out tough times”). A composite patience score was
calculated by summing ratings of all items, including reverse-scored items.

Social desirability: the five-item short form of the Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability Scale
(MCSDS; Reynolds 1982) was included. Items (e.g., “No matter whom I am talking to, I am always
a good listener”) were rated true or false. The MCSDS has exhibited good internal consistency and
test-retest reliability in prior research (Reynolds 1982). Ratings were summed, including reverse-scored
items, with higher scores indicating greater endorsement of socially desirable responses.

3. Results

All analyses were conducted in R (R Core Team 2017) using the psych (Revelle 2017), robustbase
(Maechler et al. 2018), lmtest (Zeileis and Hothorn 2002), and car (Fox and Weisberg 2011) packages.

3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Frequency and descriptive statistics for the demographics and main variables were examined
for the MTurk and community samples. Participants were asked to skip any questions they may feel
uncomfortable answering. The ability to skip items resulted in increased missing data and lower
sample sizes for various variables, particularly within the community sample. In the interest of
validity, we eliminated participant responses reporting no current moral struggles and/or responding
in incomprehensible ways to qualitative items (MTurk, n = 39; Community, n = 12). Preliminary
analyses were performed to examine any violations of the assumptions of approximate normality.
Negligible violations of normality (defined provisionally as skew and excess kurtosis ≤ 1) were
observed within the MTurk sample. However, substantial violations of normality were observed
(in spiritual decline, Islamic religiousness, gratitude, and daily spiritual experiences) within the
community sample. In this sample, the distribution of spiritual decline had a skewness of 1.11 and
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kurtosis of 0.32 (i.e., excess kurtosis, which is ordinary kurtosis −3; we only refer to this excess kurtosis
throughout this report). Islamic religiousness had a skewness of −1.63 and kurtosis of 3.48. Gratitude
had a skewness of −1.43 and kurtosis of 1.78. Daily spiritual experiences had a skewness of −1.01 and
kurtosis of 1.19. Square root transformations (except daily spiritual experiences, which was squared)
reduced skew and kurtosis to less than one in magnitude for all four variables.

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for the main variables. Mann–Whitney U tests evaluated the
evidence for any tendency of either population to score higher or lower than the other on each variable.
A Benjamini and Yekutieli (2001) correction maintained α = 0.05 across this set of dependent pairwise
comparisons. Specifically, in comparison to those in the MTurk sample, participants in the community
sample endorsed higher levels of incorporating a spiritual jihad mindset when approaching struggles.
Similarly, they reported greater religiousness and higher levels of daily spiritual experiences and life
satisfaction. Those in the community sample were also significantly more likely to endorse dispositions
toward forgiveness and gratitude. Finally, the community sample participants indicated lower levels
of spiritual decline.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and differences between MTurk and community samples for main
study variables.

MTurk (n = 267–276)
M (SD) (Range)

Community (n = 48–68)
M (SD) (Range)

Mann–Whitney Test
U, FDR-adjusted p

Anxiety 14.00 (5.3) (7–28) 13.40 (5.1) (7–28) 7893, 1.000
Depression 21.30 (5.7) (10–36) 19.89 (4.2) (12–30) 8085, 0.416
Daily Spiritual Experiences 4.08 (1.2) (1–6) 4.69 (1.0) (1–6) 5053, 0.002 *
Forgiveness 81.63 (16.0) (47–126) 89.08 (13.1) (65–118) 4161, <0.001 *
Gratitude 29.70 (6.9) (11–42) 38.04 (4.4) (23–42) 2231, <0.001 *
Islamic Religiousness 3.31 (0.8) (1–5) 3.85 (0.6) (1–5) 4012, <0.001 *
Patience 39.34 (7.6) (17–55) 40.83 (6.5) (30–55) 5693, 0.717
Post-Traumatic Growth 2.72 (0.6) (1–4) 2.91 (0.7) (1–4) 7047, 0.387
Life Satisfaction 21.50 (7.0) (5–35) 24.82 (5.1) (13–34) 5289, 0.003 *
Positive Religious Coping 2.67 (0.7) (1–4) 2.91 (0.7) (1–4) 6457, 0.048 *
Spiritual Jihad Mindset (all items averaged) 4.75 (1.1) (1–7) 5.86 (1.1) (3–7) 4310, <0.001 *
Spiritual Growth 4.35 (1.5) (1–7) 4.83 (1.5) (1–7) 6641, 0.056
Spiritual Decline 3.53 (1.6) (1–7) 1.98 (1.1) (1–6) 12,739, <0.001 *
Social Desirability 7.88 (1.5) (5–10) 8.22 (1.1) (5–10) 5808, 0.675

Note. * p < 0.05. All p values are adjusted using the Benjamini and Yekutieli (2001) correction for inflation of the
false discovery rate (FDR).

3.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis

All 16 items from the spiritual jihad mindset questionnaire (MTurk sample) were entered into
an exploratory factor analysis using ordinary least squares estimation from a polychoric correlation
matrix. (A factor analysis was not conducted with the community sample data due to the small sample
size.) The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin overall measure of sampling adequacy value was 0.92, indicating
excellent factorability. Barlett’s sphericity test of the polychoric correlation matrix rejected the null
hypothesis (χ2

(120) = 2340, p < 0.001), further supporting the factor analysis. The first and second
eigenvalues (6.5 and 1.4, respectively) substantially exceeded the others (eigenvalues 3–16 < 0.5), which
did not differ meaningfully from each other or from resampled eigenvalues in parallel analysis (all
differences < 0.3; see Figure 1). This test indicated that a two-factor model accounts for the majority of
variance (51%) with optimal efficiency and parsimony.

Examination of direct oblimin-rotated factor loadings revealed one item (i.e., “I believe this
struggle is ultimately weakening my faith”) that had a weak factor loading (λ = 0.38). This item was
dropped from the overall measure, which improved its average interitem correlation (∆r = 0.03). A
second factor analysis of the remaining 15 items revealed that two factors explained 54% of the variance.
This model fit the data acceptably (Tucker–Lewis index = 0.908, RMSEA = 0.085, root mean square of
residuals corrected for degrees of freedom = 0.05). The first factor (∑ λ2 = 5.40) explained 36% of the
variance, and the second factor (∑ λ2 = 2.72) explained 18% of the variance. Table 3 shows all items’
factor loadings, which exhibit fairly simple structure (all primary λ > 0.5, all secondary |λ| < 0.2).
Overall, these results were compatible with the theoretical framework proposed in development of the
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measure, although a second factor was not anticipated. Conceptually, we interpreted the two factors
as endorsing a spiritual jihad mindset (SJM) and rejecting a SJM, respectively. These factors correlated
negatively and strongly (r = −0.50, p < 0.001).
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Figure 1. Scree plot and parallel analysis.

Table 3. Summary of the exploratory factor analysis of the spiritual jihad measure using ordinary least
squares estimation from a polychoric correlation matrix and direct oblimin rotation.

Factor Loadings

Endorse SJM Reject SJM

Items 1 Omega total reliability 0.91 0.82
I have been thinking of my struggle as a test that will make me closer to Allah. 0.81 0.00
The struggle is an opportunity for me to seeks Allah’s forgiveness. 0.63 0.07
I see the struggle as an opportunity to pray and ask Allah for guidance. 0.77 −0.04
The struggle is an opportunity for me to seeks Allah’s forgiveness. 0.76 −0.04
I have been thinking of my struggle as a trial through which I will become a better Muslim. 0.76 −0.08
I view the struggle as means of earning more thawab (good deeds) for the afterlife. 0.79 0.16
I know that there is khair (good) in the struggle because there is khair (good) in everything
Allah does. 0.62 −0.20

The struggle is an opportunity for me to seeks Allah’s forgiveness. 0.69 −0.12
I tend to think that the struggle is for my best interest because Allah is al-Alim (All-Knowing). 0.80 0.08
I believe the struggle is a way in which I can understand my imperfect nature. 0.53 −0.09
I do not view the struggle as means to become closer to Allah. −0.19 0.58
The struggle has no meaning for me. 0.07 0.73
Allah plays no role in my struggle. −0.02 0.76
There is no place for Islam in my struggle. 0.03 0.81
I do not see the struggle as part of my spiritual growth. −0.17 0.59

1 Boldfaced text indicates items assigned to each factor.

3.3. Internal Consistency

Results from the factor analysis were used to generate subscales. Estimates of omega total were
calculated for the factor analytically derived subscales. The Endorsing a Spiritual Jihad Mindset
subscale revealed excellent internal consistency (ωtotal = 0.91). The Rejecting a Spiritual Jihad Mindset
subscale revealed good internal consistency (ωtotal = 0.82). With both subscales combined after
reversing the coding of responses to items on the Rejecting a Spiritual Jihad Mindset subscale, the total
measure revealed excellent internal consistency (ωtotal = 0.92). This total score is presented as a
composite that represents the overall consistency of responses with a spiritual jihad mindset—both
endorsing and not rejecting it—rather than as a unidimensional latent factor, since the factor analysis
indicated greater complexity than that. Item-total correlations (calculated from the polychoric
correlation matrix with corrections for item overlap and scale reliability) were between 0.48 and
0.78. If the complexity was due to acquiescence bias or true ambivalence or indifference, then the
distinctions between these possibilities were largely set aside in the composite score, which would
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have represented each of these configurations as middling scores. To best enable multiple interpretive
perspectives, many of the analyses below will be examined in reference to both the two subscales
and the total composite score. Each score was calculated by coding response options as consecutive
integers (1–7) and averaging responses across items. Items on the Rejecting a Spiritual Jihad Mindset
subscale were reverse-coded for the purposes of calculating composite scores.

3.4. Spiritual Jihad, Daily Spiritual Experiences, and Islamic Religiousness

Associations of the spiritual jihad mindset with Islamic religiousness and daily spiritual
experiences were estimated as Pearson product–moment correlations (Table 4). As predicted, results
within the MTurk sample revealed that incorporating a spiritual jihad mindset correlated significantly
and positively with Islamic religiousness and daily spiritual experiences. Similar results were found
among participants in the community sample.

Table 4. Pearson product–moment correlations between the Spiritual Jihad Measure and main variables.

Endorsing SJ Rejecting SJ Composite

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 52)

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 52)

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 52)

Daily Spiritual Experiences 0.62 ** 0.66 ** −0.35 ** −0.42 * 0.61 ** 0.64 **
Islamic Religiousness 0.62 ** 0.69 ** −0.36 ** −0.50 ** 0.62 ** 0.68 **

Anxiety −0.06 0.08 0.19 * −0.15 −0.12 0.11
Depression −0.05 0.19 0.19 * −0.15 −0.11 0.18

Spiritual Growth 0.60 ** 0.66 ** −0.27 ** −0.45 ** 0.57 ** 0.63 **
Spiritual Decline −0.17 * 0.05 0.37 ** −0.08 −0.28 ** 0.06

Post-Traumatic Growth 0.52 ** 0.47 ** −0.22 ** −0.35 0.49 ** 0.46 **
Life Satisfaction 0.09 0.12 −0.07 −0.04 0.10 0.11

* p < 0.05 (2-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Adjusted to maintain α = 0.05 across dependent tests (Benjamini and
Yekutieli 2001).

The spiritual jihad mindset composite was regressed onto Islamic religiousness (β = 0.35,
t(262) = 4.41, and p < 0.001) and daily spiritual experiences (β = 0.37, t(262) = 4.18, and p < 0.001)
simultaneously (adjusted R2 = 0.44) by using the iteratively reweighted least squares estimation
(by default a bisquare redescending score function with other defaults suggested in Koller and
Stahel 2017), revealing independent predictive effects. This model’s residuals approximated a normal
distribution (|skew| and |kurtosis| = 0.11) and passed a test of independence (H0: no first-order
autocorrelation; Durbin–Watson d = 2.2, p = 0.210). A Breusch–Pagan test retained the null hypothesis
of homoskedasticity (χ2

(2) = 0.70 and p = 0.703). The variance inflation factor (VIF = 2.3) indicated
minimal multicollinearity. Effects appeared roughly linear, though exploratory analysis of a third-order
polynomial model suggested positive quadratic (β = 0.19, t(262) = 4.24, and p < 0.001) and cubic
(β = 0.10, t(262) = 3.42, and p < 0.001) effects of Islamic religiousness could partly explain and reduce
its linear effect (β = 0.20, t(262) = 1.80, and p = 0.073) while improving the model fit significantly
(robust Wald χ2

(2) = 19.3, p < 0.001; ∆R2
adj. = 0.04). Despite this model’s robustness to high-leverage

and outlying observations, the curvilinear effects seemed to reflect the influence of a few very low
scores in both Islamic religiousness and the spiritual jihad mindset, which strengthened their positive
relationship at low levels of both factors. The sparseness of data at these low levels and the exploratory
nature of this model precluded confident interpretation of curvilinear effects, and the model’s close
resemblance to a linear relationship above low levels favored the originally predicted model of simple
main effects.

Slightly stronger results were found within the community sample, where both Islamic
religiousness (β = 0.55, t(47) = 6.34, and p < 0.001) and daily spiritual experiences (β = 0.30, t(47) = 3.29,
and p = 0.002) predicted unique variance in the spiritual jihad mindset composite (R2

adj. = 0.67). This
model’s residuals were somewhat leptokurtic (kurtosis = 1.49), but independent (d = 2.1 and p = 0.734)
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and homoskedastic (χ2
(2) = 4.07 and p = 0.131). This model had minimal multicollinearity (VIF = 1.7),

and exploratory alternatives yielded insignificant evidence of any curvilinear effects.
Partial correlation analysis was used to explore the relationship between Islamic religiousness

and endorsing a spiritual jihad mindset, while controlling scores on the Marlowe–Crowne Social
Desirability Scale within the MTurk and community samples. There was a strong, positive, partial
correlation between Islamic religiousness and endorsing a spiritual jihad mindset when controlling
social desirability (MTurk sample: r(264) = 0.61, p < 0.001; community sample: r(43) = 0.69, p < 0.001).
Similar results were found between Islamic religiousness and participants’ composite spiritual jihad
mindset score (MTurk sample: r(264) = 0.60, p < 0.001; community sample: r(43) = 0.70, p < 0.001).

3.5. Spiritual Jihad and Religious Coping

Correlations between a spiritual jihad mindset and various forms of positive religious coping
(as measured by subscales of the RCOPE) were investigated (see Table 5). As expected, there were
moderate to strong, positive correlations between incorporating a spiritual jihad mindset and positive
religious coping subscales, with high levels of a spiritual jihad mindset associated with higher levels of
all forms of positive religious coping within both the MTurk and community samples, indicating strong
support for the hypotheses. Similar results were found in regard to participants’ composite spiritual
jihad mindset scores. Consistently, rejecting a spiritual jihad mindset was significantly negatively
correlated with all forms of positive religious coping within both samples (except religious purification
coping in the community sample: r(61) = −0.23, p = 0.07).

Table 5. Pearson product–moment correlations between the Spiritual Jihad Measure and Forms of
Positive Religious Coping.

Endorsing SJ Rejecting SJ Composite

MTurk
(n = 270)

Community
(n = 60)

MTurk
(n = 270)

Community
(n = 60)

MTurk
(n = 270)

Community
(n = 60)

Spiritual Connection Coping 0.64 ** 0.72 ** −0.36 ** −0.50 ** 0.63 ** 0.69 **
Benevolent Religious

Appraisal Coping 0.55 ** 0.72 ** −0.30 ** −0.44 ** 0.54 ** 0.68 **

Active Religious
Surrender Coping 0.55 ** 0.62 ** −0.29 ** −0.36 * 0.53 ** 0.57 **

Spiritual Support Coping 0.63 ** 0.67 ** −0.42 ** −0.50 ** 0.65 ** 0.67 **
Religious Forgiving Coping 0.55 ** 0.63 ** −0.28 ** −0.39 * 0.53 ** 0.59 **

Religious Focus Coping 0.53 ** 0.58 ** −0.30 ** −0.34 * 0.53 ** 0.54 **
Religious Purification Coping 0.56 ** 0.55 ** −0.32 ** −0.23 0.55 ** 0.48 **

* p < 0.05 (2-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Adjusted to maintain α = 0.05 across dependent tests (Benjamini and
Yekutieli 2001).

3.6. Spiritual Jihad, Growth, and Decline

As expected, significant, fairly strong, positive correlations with post-traumatic growth were
found for the spiritual jihad mindset endorsement subscale and composite score in both the MTurk
and community samples (Table 4). Also as expected, in the MTurk sample, a significant, moderate,
negative correlation was found between the spiritual jihad mindset composite and spiritual decline,
whereas rejecting a spiritual jihad mindset was positively associated with spiritual decline. Though
negative in valence as hypothesized, these same correlations in the community sample between one’s
spiritual jihad mindset scores and spiritual decline did not differ from zero significantly.

Within the MTurk sample, endorsing a spiritual jihad mindset was found to predict spiritual
growth strongly and positively (β = 0.48, t(265) = 6.05, and p < 0.001) after controlling Islamic
religiousness (β = 0.26, t(265) = 2.83, and p = 0.005; R2

adj. = 0.45, ∆R2
adj. = 0.13). Likewise, within

the community sample, endorsing a spiritual jihad mindset predicted greater spiritual growth strongly,
significantly (β = 0.60, t(49) = 4.81, and p < 0.001), and independently of Islamic religiousness, which
had essentially no independent effect (β = 0.04, t(49) = 0.26, and p = 0.793; R2

adj. = 0.38, ∆R2
adj. = 0.17),
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though its bivariate correlation was strong (β = 0.47 as the only predictor in robust regression,
t(50) = 3.57, and p < 0.001). However, these models’ residuals exhibited heteroskedasticity (MTurk
χ2

(2) = 10.99, p = 0.004; community χ2
(2) = 1.86, p = 0.400, but a pattern was visible in a scatterplot of

residuals vs. fitted values; also, community residuals’ kurtosis = −1.1), and spiritual growth in the
community sample was predicted slightly better by an exploratory model with a negative quadratic
effect of Islamic religiousness (β = −0.08, t(48) = −2.02, and p = 0.049; linear β = −0.09, t(48) = −0.58,
and p = 0.568; R2

adj. = 0.39; ∆R2
adj. = 0.01, Wald χ2

(1) = 4.1, and p = 0.043). These violations of regression
assumptions (linear effects and homoskedastic, normally distributed residuals) may have biased the
model’s primary results.

Similar results were found when examining the prediction of post-traumatic growth. Endorsing
a spiritual jihad mindset was found to explain additional unique variance in post-traumatic growth
after controlling Islamic religiousness within the members of the MTurk sample (β = 0.47, t(264) = 5.64,
p < 0.001, R2 = 0.31) and the community sample (β = 0.67, t(48) = 3.48, p = 0.001, R2

adj. = 0.27). These
models met all regression assumptions (|skew| and |kurtosis| of residuals < 1, Breusch–Pagan and
Durbin–Watson p > 0.05, VIF < 5) except linearity of effects; an exploratory alternative improved
the MTurk model with a quadratic effect of spiritual jihad endorsement (β = 0.13, t(263) = 4.11; linear
β = 0.51, t(263) = 6.32; both p < 0.001; ∆R2

adj. = 0.03, Wald χ2
(1) = 16.9, p < 0.001).

3.7. Spiritual Jihad, Psychological Well-Being, and Life Satisfaction

When controlling Islamic religiousness, endorsement of a spiritual jihad mindset showed negative,
significant, partial correlations with both anxiety and depression in the MTurk sample, but not in the
community sample (Table 6). No significant correlations were found between life satisfaction and
incorporating a spiritual jihad mindset within either sample.

Table 6. Partial Pearson product–moment correlations between spiritual jihad scores, depressive
symptoms, and anxiety, controlling Islamic religiousness.

Endorsing SJ Rejecting SJ Composite

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 52)

MTurk (n
= 267)

Community
(n = 52)

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 52)

Depressive Symptoms −0.11 0.07 0.23 ** −0.05 −0.19 * 0.06
Anxiety −0.11 −0.01 0.22 ** −0.10 −0.19 * 0.03

* p < 0.05 (2-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Adjusted to maintain α = 0.05 across dependent tests (Benjamini and
Yekutieli 2001).

3.8. Spiritual Jihad and Virtues

The correlations between a spiritual jihad mindset and virtuous behaviors such as patience,
forgiveness, and gratitude were investigated. Results in the MTurk sample revealed significant, positive
correlations between all virtues, patience, forgiveness, and gratitude (Table 7) and incorporating a
spiritual jihad mindset, thereby providing support for hypotheses. Similarly, rejecting a spiritual jihad
mindset correlated significantly and negatively with all virtues, patience, forgiveness, and gratitude in
the MTurk sample. No significant correlations were found within the community sample.

Table 7. Pearson product–moment correlations between the Spiritual Jihad Measure and virtues.

Endorsing SJ Rejecting SJ Composite

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 48)

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 48)

MTurk
(n = 267)

Community
(n = 48)

Patience 0.31 ** −0.08 −0.29 ** 0.14 0.36 ** −0.11
Forgiveness 0.22 ** 0.10 −0.27 ** 0.02 0.28 ** 0.08
Gratitude 0.36 ** −0.11 −0.40 ** −0.02 0.44 ** −0.07

* p < 0.05 (2-tailed); ** p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Adjusted to maintain α = 0.05 across dependent tests (Benjamini and
Yekutieli 2001).
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4. Discussion

The goal of the present study was to investigate the process of approaching moral struggles with
a spiritual jihad mindset among Muslims living in the United States, and the outcomes associated with
incorporating such a mindset. One aim was to create a new measure to assess the construct of spiritual
jihad. Participants were obtained from two samples: an online platform (MTurk) and a community
sample. The following sections will examine key findings of the current study, in addition to research
and practical implications, and limitations and directions for future research.

4.1. Key Findings

The results of the current study provided preliminary support for the Spiritual Jihad Measure.
An exploratory factor analysis revealed a two-factor solution (Endorsing SJ Mindset, Rejecting SJ
Mindset). Both subscales showed good to excellent internal consistency. Examining the measure, the
two subscales and the total composite scale provided complementary results regarding associations.
Though we reported results using both the individual subscales and the composite scale for
completeness, we suggest using the composite scale to measure respondents’ overall consistency
with the spiritual jihad mindset in general applications of this measure. Internal consistency was still
very good when the subscales were combined, and the inclusion of both Endorsing SJ and Rejecting SJ
items may help to mitigate any influence of acquiescence bias on total scores. However, this scoring
system conflates general non-endorsement (i.e., low scores on both subscales) with ambivalence (high
scores on both), which might represent legitimate perspectives on the spiritual jihad mindset rather
than acquiescence bias. The moderate correlation between the subscales implies that such perspectives
may not be rare. Therefore, methodologists and any researchers with interests in ambivalence toward
the spiritual jihad mindset or the potential for acquiescence bias in its measurement should consider
the endorsement and rejection factors separately or within a bifactor model.

The findings of the present study revealed that Islamic religiousness and daily spiritual
experiences both significantly predict incorporating a spiritual jihad mindset when Muslims face
moral struggles, even when controlling social desirability. These close associations between greater
religious devotion and a spiritual jihad mindset are consistent with the construct of spiritual jihad,
which implies a conscious effort in striving to become a more devout Muslim by working against the
temptations and desires of the nafs. Furthermore, the results indicated that Muslims in both samples
who endorsed higher levels of a spiritual jihad mindset were more likely to make use of positive
religious coping. For example, they were more likely to see stressors as beneficial for them or to
view stressors as part of God’s plan. The findings provided strong support for the hypotheses in the
current study.

A further key finding was that Muslims in both samples who endorsed a spiritual jihad mindset
when faced with moral struggles also reported greater levels of perceived spiritual and post-traumatic
growth. Importantly, the results remained significant even after controlling Islamic religiousness,
implying that a spiritual jihad mindset may be contributing additional unique variance in Muslims’
perceived spiritual and post-traumatic growth experiences. Although research on the relationship
between r/s struggles and growth is mixed, the current findings add preliminary evidence to proposed
suggestions in the literature that the actual response to the r/s struggle, rather than the struggle
itself, may be what predicts spiritual growth or decline (Exline and Rose 2013; Exline et al. 2016;
Wilt et al. 2017). Similar results emerged in regard to the association between a spiritual jihad mindset
and perceived spiritual decline. As expected, Muslims in the MTurk sample who were more likely to
endorse a spiritual jihad mindset were also less likely to endorse perceived spiritual decline. However,
this relationship was not clear for participants in the community sample.

In terms of mental health outcomes, results revealed negative associations between participants’
spiritual jihad mindset scores and their levels of anxious and depressive symptoms, as expected, within
the MTurk sample. However, these results should be interpreted with caution and will need further
investigation, as the associations were weak, and no significant correlations were found within the
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community sample. Given that moral struggles themselves are usually associated with distress (see,
e.g., Exline et al. 2014), these results suggest that endorsement of a spiritual jihad mindset may not
play a large role in attenuating this overall level of distress. It is important to note that the measures
of anxiety and depression used here are not specific to the struggle situation, and instead represent
a broader picture of recent mental health symptoms. As such, it makes sense that their associations
with the struggle-specific endorsement of the spiritual jihad mindset would be modest in magnitude.
In addition, it is of course possible that a person might see a struggle as personally beneficial (i.e.,
leading to growth) without necessarily experiencing immediate, widespread mood benefits from this
mindset. This same logic may also help to explain the (unexpected) lack of conclusive evidence for an
association with life satisfaction.

Finally, Muslims who were more likely to endorse a spiritual jihad mindset were found to also
endorse greater levels of virtue traits such as gratitude, patience, and forgiveness, as we predicted—but
only in the MTurk sample. The lack of associations within the community sample may be a result of
devout Muslims portraying themselves with greater humility when inquired about virtues. On the
other hand, these Muslims may be more likely to be honest regarding their negative inclinations or
be more aware of their lower self-tendencies, potentially due to having very high moral standards.
Granted, these are only speculations; these issues can be addressed systematically in future studies
with supplementary measures such as implicit or behavioral assessments of virtues or morality.

4.2. Implications for Research and Practice

The proposed psychological construct of spiritual jihad and the associated findings of the present
study have noteworthy implications for both research and practice. First and foremost, spiritual jihad
is a construct that had never before been studied in the field of psychology. As a result of the current
study, researchers can begin to learn more, not only about Islamic spirituality, but also the emerging
field of Islamic psychology in a quantifiable manner. The proposed new measure also showed good
internal consistency. In addition, by correlating with variables such as Islamic religiousness, daily
spiritual experiences, spiritual growth, post-traumatic growth, forgiveness, patience, and gratitude,
the measure shows preliminary evidence of validity for future use. Second, although we chose not
to use the term jihad within the measure itself, the study may begin to highlight the importance of a
more positive and beneficial understanding of the term jihad, a term that can often be misunderstood
by non-Muslims and/or Muslims practicing in extremist manners.

Third, the results indicate the importance of considering Muslims’ religious beliefs and practices
within therapeutic settings. The practice of spiritual jihad can be brought to attention within the
therapeutic setting when working with Muslim clients who may identify themselves as practicing.
This may specifically be important for practicing Muslims experiencing struggles related to their
religion and spirituality. Fourth, the findings of the study add further evidence that r/s struggles
do not necessarily result in only negative psychological outcomes. In circumstances such as those of
Muslims who apply a spiritual jihad mindset to their moral struggles, perceived growth may follow.
Finally, the results from the current study suggest the possibility of some parallels between Muslims
and those of other faith traditions, as many faith traditions are likely to emphasize the idea of seeing
moral struggles as a personal challenge that can lead to growth. Further similar constructs may be
researched with Christians and other groups residing in the United States (see, e.g., Saritoprak and
Exline 2017b). Though Islam may be unique and distinct in certain beliefs and practices, it also shares
great overlap with other traditions, specifically Abrahamic traditions, which may open doors for
greater cross-cultural research of theory and practice.

4.3. Limitations and Future Directions

It is important to note several limitations of the current study. First, we aimed to develop
a self-report measure of a spiritual jihad mindset, in addition to evaluating the newly developed
measure’s reliability and validity. Self-report measures have limitations such as susceptibilities to
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participants responding in biased ways, participants lacking adequate introspective ability to respond
accurately, and participants interpreting items in unintended manners. Second, to the best of our
knowledge, the construct of spiritual jihad has never been empirically assessed prior to the current
study. Hence, the reported findings are preliminary and should be interpreted with caution. Third, the
presented data were cross-sectional. Hence, results do not indicate any causal inferences regarding
the construct of spiritual jihad. In future research, it will be important to conduct research regarding
Muslims and spiritual jihad with longitudinal analyses, and it may be feasible to develop and test
experimental interventions.

Fourth, the community sample was local and smaller than intended, which limited the
conclusiveness and generalizability of results within the group. In addition, some community sample
distributions were less approximately normal, which may have biased hypothesis tests in that sample.
Subsequent studies should focus on gathering larger samples from the community, in addition to
gathering clinical samples to investigate the role of spiritual jihad among Muslims seeking mental
health treatment. Fifth, it is important that future research focuses on more refined and nuanced
research predictors and outcomes associated with a spiritual jihad mindset. For example, what
factors may mediate or moderate the relationship between Islamic religiousness and having a spiritual
jihad mindset?

Additionally, future studies that utilize different research methods such as qualitative analyses
and implicit or behavioral measurement can provide further tests of the hypotheses considered here.
It is also recommended that researchers translate the Spiritual Jihad Measure into other languages
in order to promote greater applicability for non-English speaking Muslims within or outside of
the United States. Similarly, it will be important for researchers to modify the measure in regards
to its specific terminology that is grounded within an Islamic framework, with the aim of better
accommodating other theistic and nontheistic religious orientations. Finally, it will be important for
future studies with larger sample sizes to conduct confirmatory factor analyses of the measure.
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Appendix A. Spiritual Jihad Measure

Think of a type of moral struggle you have experienced or are currently experiencing in life, how
did/do you view the struggle you experienced/are experiencing?

Strongly Disagree Disagree Somewhat Disagree Neither Somewhat Agree Agree Strongly Agree

The following items are examples of moral struggles:

• I want to do more positive things, however, I’m having trouble doing them (e.g., praying the
recommended prayer, tahajjud, and becoming more conscious of Allah)

• I’m struggling with the temptation to do something wrong (e.g., engaging in sexual desires,
skipping my prayers, and eating unhealthy)

• I’m feeling guilty because I have done something wrong.
• I’m having trouble telling what is morally wrong and right.

1. I have been thinking of my struggle as a test that will make me closer to Allah.
2. I have been thinking of my struggle as a desire of my nafs (soul/self) that I must work against.
3. I see the struggle as an opportunity to pray and ask Allah for guidance.
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4. I believe that through this struggle, my iman (faith) will become stronger.
5. I have been thinking of my struggle as a trial through which I will become a better Muslim.
6. I view the struggle as means of earning more thawāb (good deeds) for the afterlife.
7. I know that there is khair (good) in the struggle because there is khair (good) in everything

Allah does.
8. The struggle is an opportunity for me to seek Allah’s forgiveness.
9. I tend to think that the struggle is for my best interest because Allah is al-Alim (all-knowing).
10. I believe that the struggle is a way in which I can understand my imperfect human nature.
11. I do not see the struggle as part of my spiritual growth (reverse).
12. The struggle has no meaning for me (reverse).
13. There is no place for Islam in my struggle (reverse).
14. I do not view the struggle as means to become closer to Allah (reverse).
15. Allah plays no role in my struggle (reverse).

Appendix B. Measure Descriptions

Measure Description Example Item

Spiritual Jihad Measure

A 16-item measure to examine the extent to
which participants endorse a spiritual jihad
interpretive framework in reference to a specific
moral struggle. Participants were instructed to
rate each item on a seven-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

“I have been thinking of my struggle as a
test that will make me closer to Allah”

Religious Coping Questionnaire
(RCOPE; Pargament et al. 2000)

Abbreviated subscales of the RCOPE were used
to measure coping responses to stressful
experiences

“Thought the event might bring me closer
to God”

Psychological Measure of Islamic
Religiousness (PMIR;
Abu Raiya et al. 2008)

A measure of Islamic religiousness assessing
five dimensions

“I believe in the Day of Judgment”

Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale
(DSES; Underwood and Teresi 2002)

A 16-item measure assessing spiritual
experiences such as a perceived connection with
the transcendent

“I feel God’s presence”

Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory:
Short form (PTGI-S; Calhoun and
Tedeschi 1999)

A 13-item measure examining the extent to
which individuals perceive themselves as
having grown from a reported crisis

“A willingness to express my emotions”

Spiritual Transformation Scale (STS;
Cole et al. 2008).

A shortened version of the STS assessing
perceived spiritual growth and spiritual decline

“In some ways I have shut down
spiritually”

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS;
Diener et al. 1985)

A five-item measure of satisfaction with life
“So far I have gotten the important things I
want in life”

Generalized Anxiety Disorder,
seven-item scale (GAD-7;
Spitzer et al. 2006)

A seven-item measure examining frequency of
anxiety-related concerns

“Worrying too much about different things”

Center for Epidemiological Studies of
Depression Short Form (CES-D-10;
Radloff 1977)

A 10-item scale measuring
depressive symptoms.

”I was bothered by things that usually
don’t bother me”

Gratitude Questionnaire-Six Item Form
(GQ-6; McCullough et al. 2002)

A six-item scale addressing gratefulness “I have so much in life to be thankful for”

Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS;
Thompson and Snyder 2003)

An 18-item self-report questionnaire examining
individuals’ general tendency to forgive

“Learning from bad things that I’ve done
helps me get over them”

3-Factor Patience Scale (3-FPS,
Schnitker 2012)

An 11-item measure of patience “I am able to wait-out tough times”

Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability
Scale, 5-item version (MCSDS;
Reynolds 1982)

A five-item scale of social desirability
“No matter whom I am talking to, I am
always a good listener”
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