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Abstract: The present study aims to test the importance of belonging to religious communities to
the frequency of using religious strategies for coping with stress, taking into account the moderating
role of identity status and gender. This study used Polish adaptations of two questionnaires: The
Religious Coping Questionnaire and the Dimensions of Identity Development Scale. Participants
in this study were adolescent and young adult Polish Catholic girls and boys, belonging and not
belonging to religious communities. The survey was carried out using the pencil–paper method on a
sample of 407 young people with varying degrees of involvement in religious practice. A multivariate
analysis of variance showed that the frequency of using positive religious coping strategies differs
significantly between groups of people belonging to and not belonging to a religious community. As a
result of the study, the interaction of the variable belonging to a religious community and the variable
identity status in deciding on the frequency of using positive religious strategies for coping with stress
was recognized (F = 2.448; p = 0.033). However, the interaction of these variables with gender did not
reach the level of statistical significance (F = 0.655; p = 0.658). Multiple regression analysis indicates
that the identity dimension Identification with Commitment explains 14.7% of the frequency of using the
Cooperation with God strategy. Belonging to religious communities is significant for the frequency of
use of selected religious coping strategies and the intensity of all dimensions of identity development.
The results of the statistical analysis showed that identity status is a moderator of the relationship
between belonging to religious communities and the intensity of positive religious coping strategies.
It was found that the frequency of use of religious coping strategies and the intensity of identity
dimensions differed between Polish Catholic girls and boys.

Keywords: identity; religious coping; belonging to a religious community; young men; young women

1. Introduction

In the era of postmodernity, there is an increasing tendency to isolate oneself from
the social environment (Bauman 1996). The high religiosity of Poles after the death of
John Paul II (Centrum Badania Opinii Społecznej 2015) is waning, and this also applies to
religious practice and membership in Catholic religious communities (such as liturgical
services or prayer groups). These changes have further intensified after the pandemic
(Centrum Badania Opinii Społecznej 2022). For a long time, the number of religious
communities have been increasing, also aiming to build a more complete and increasingly
satisfied audience (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 2010). Catholic youth groups were very
popular in Poland when John Paul II was Pope. Belonging to them—just like belonging
to other peer groups—may provide some young people with a sense of security, facilitate
orientation in the world of values and norms and their internalization, as well as the choice
of life tasks and social roles, provide personal models, and thus is an important factor in
the process identity formation. The sense of belonging to a peer group such as a religious
community may be particularly important for young people who do not find role models
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in their immediate family or school environment. Being a member of a group (including
a group of a religious community) can also exacerbate identity conflicts among their
members (Cohen-Malayev et al. 2009), as well as conflicts with people belonging to other
peer groups. Being in relationships with others—as already emphasized above—satisfies
many basic human needs and enables one to find a place in the world (Aronson et al. 2012;
Oleszkowicz 2006; Czyżowska 2005). The need to belong to a group, identify with it and
create interpersonal bonds in the generation of young people is still strong, although in
the works of some researchers, there is concern about the threat of disintegration of close
interpersonal bonds, and above all, family bonds (Bauman 1994, 2006).

As a consequence of dynamic changes in the socio-cultural context and the progress
of civilization, an increasing number of young people may experience frustration due to
difficulties in coping with social expectations and requirements. By looking for guidance
and support, many young people can become involved in the life of a religious community.
Functioning in a peer group (formal or informal) enables the fulfillment of this very
important need, but requires acceptance of the group’s values and norms. Otherwise, it
may result in ostracism of the group toward a member who does not respect its expectations
(Ren et al. 2017), and as a further consequence, the individual internalizes the group’s norms
or searches for a new social group and changes the trajectory of developmental changes.

The historical perspective and cultural and geographical setting constitute a chronosys-
tem (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006) which is constantly transforming (Białecka-Pikul
et al. 2020; Liberska and Suwalska-Barancewicz 2020) and in which group identity and
a collective life plan are created—characteristic of social groups’ functioning in a given
space–time. When the integrated, internal identity structures developed by an individual
are consistent with the group identity to which the individual belongs, this activity may
stabilize the development of his or her identity (Liberska 2007). The literature indicates that
identity—the “skeleton” of which is the system of values and norms (Brzezińska 2000)—is
therefore important for worldview and can be a predictor of religious orientation (Afzal
et al. 2020), and may manifest itself in an extrinsic (religion is a tool for achieving goals) and
intrinsic (religion is a goal in itself) religious orientation. Religious orientation is important
for the development of religious coping strategies (Cruz et al. 2015), but there are still very
few reports on this subject, especially in relation to gender.

Identity development is a key area of development during adolescence (Erikson 1950,
1968; Liberska 2007). Contemporary research on identity formation in adolescence, ac-
cepting its processual nature, is based mainly on the description of identity statuses by
J. E. Marcia (1966). He believed that at the end of adolescence, a young person achieves
a relatively structured hierarchy of needs and goals, as well as formed views on the is-
sues that interest them. Marcia’s theory was based on Erikson’s (1950, 1968) views on
identity formation. According to the concept of psychosocial development, the life cycle
follows the principle of epigenesis, in which—in accordance with a specific sequence of
phases—specific developmental dilemmas dominate. A positive solution to a given norma-
tive crisis contributes to the realization (and expansion) of an individual’s development
potential and has a positive impact on solving subsequent development crises. Thus, dur-
ing adolescence, an individual faces a dilemma: identity vs. role uncertainty (Erikson 1950,
1968). Well-resolved identity problems result in a strong sense of self, the ability to deeply
engage in values and ideals and undertake tasks, and the ability to enter into intimate
relationships. Avoiding resolving the identity crisis may involve adopting an identity from
the immediate environment, from other people, or may result in a significant delay in
achieving it. Marcia (1966) developed the identity status theory, which posits the sequential
occurrence of two processes. The first of them is “exploration of the social and physical en-
vironment, i.e., trialing various social roles, experimenting with available lifestyles, testing
one’s own and other people’s limits. The second is making decisions, making choices and
assuming related obligations in the areas specified in the exploration process and engaging
in their implementation” (Brzezińska and Piotrowski 2009, p. 2). Analyses conducted
by Luyckx et al. (2006) show that exploration and commitment in the context of identity
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development are complex, multi-stage and very dynamic processes that condition and
interpenetrate each other. The authors emphasize that both exploration and commitment
are two processes that characterize not only adolescence or the phase of emerging adult-
hood but may become active in further periods of adulthood. The Dual-Cycle Model of
Identity Formation assumes connections between the commitment formation cycle and the
commitment evaluation cycle and their characteristic identity processes (Figure 1).
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In cycle (I), a commitment is formed, in which Exploration in Breadth (i.e., the individ-
ual’s search for various alternatives to achieve their goals, values and beliefs) co-occurs
with Commitment Making, which indicates making choices and commitments from among
the explored alternatives. Cycle (II) shows the evaluation of the commitment, when Explo-
ration in Depth (i.e., an in-depth assessment of the choices made) leads to Identification
with Commitment, the essence of which is the internalization of values, norms and roles
and a sense of confidence in the decisions made. The authors show that there is a negative
correlation between Exploration in Breadth and Commitment Making. The remaining
dimensions of identity development, presented in the diagram, are characterized by a
positive correlation. In the context of experienced problems that are important for identity
development, the process of ruminative exploration may be initiated (Brzezińska and
Piotrowski 2010). The formation of identity is the result of solving the crisis related to
testing one’s resources and the resources of the living environment, including the social
one, which precedes making choices and making decisions obliging one to function in
accordance with the internalized system of values, ideology or a specific role. In some
circumstances, the proper development of a young person’s identity may fail. An identity
that is not adapted to the social environment may develop, which in turn may hinder the
individual’s further individual development, but may also hinder the implementation of
tasks and roles culturally assigned to a specific stage of life (Erikson 2004). The literature
indicates four types of identity: achieved, foreclosure, diffusion and moratorium (Marcia
1980; Bee 1998). An achieved identity is said to happen when an individual has already
experienced exploration and is involved in the implementation of values, norms, ideologies
and social roles (including family and professional roles). People with foreclosure identity
pursue goals, tasks and social roles, but have not explored them before, relying on trust
in people significant to them, authorities or their experience. Diffusion identity occurs
among people who not only did not engage but also often did not undertake exploration
or interrupted it for various reasons. We talk about a moratorium identity when there is
no commitment, but individuals actively explore and experiment with their development
potential and recognize their capabilities and resources. Socio-demographic changes or
traumatic experiences (e.g., death of a loved one) may contribute to the extension of the
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moratorium, which results in postponing important life decisions regarding choosing an
ideology, starting a family or taking up paid work, and thus delaying entry into adulthood
(Liberska 2004; Brzezińska and Piotrowski 2009). An excessively long moratorium may
result in feelings of distress or discomfort and require support from other people and the
use of special coping strategies. Although the literature indicates differences in shaping the
identity of young women and men (Gandhi et al. 2015; Morsunbul et al. 2016), according
to Erikson’s concept, constructing identity is a developmental challenge that all adoles-
cents must cope with—regardless of gender. Many young people experience difficulties in
implementing it and therefore look for different ways to cope with stress.

One of the forms of coping with stress is the turn toward religious strategy (Lazarus
and Folkman 1984; Juczyński 2001). Some studies indicate differences between women
and men in the frequency of using stress coping strategies related to seeking emotional or
instrumental support or emotional venting (Malooly et al. 2017). However, little is known
about these differences in religious coping strategies. The concept of religious coping with
stress was created by K.I. Pargament, a professor at Bowling Green University, by adapting
the interactive approach to stress by Lazarus and Folkman for the needs of the psychology
of religion. Coping, in a general sense, is defined as constantly changing cognitive and
behavioral efforts to overcome external and/or internal demands that are perceived by
the individual as difficult or beyond his or her resources (Lazarus and Folkman 1984).
The modification of the known concept of stress and coping with it made it possible to
create a new model, i.e., religious coping with stress. Both Lazarus and Folkman’s ap-
proach and Pargament’s model fit into the phenomenological–cognitive trend and are
characterized by a subjective assessment of the situation and one’s resources, as well as
the choice of a coping strategy (Pargament 1997; Talik 2013; McIntosh 1995). Pargament
defines coping strategies in relation to the sacred. He understands religious coping with
stress as “a constantly changing process by which an individual tries to understand and
meet significant personal or situational demands in his or her life” (Talik and Szewczyk
2008, p. 516). Religion can play both positive and negative functions in a person’s life.
The literature on the subject indicates that it is a source of meanings (Allport 1988; Park
2005), a source of the value system (Prężyna 2011; Chlewiński 1982), a source of personal
development (Jung 1970; Chlewiński 1982; Nielsen 1986; Allport 1988; Furrow et al. 2004;
Grzymała-Moszczyńska 2004), performs social (Prężyna 2011; Chlewiński 1982) and auto
psychotherapeutic (Kozielecki 1991) functions, and finally performs regulatory (Pargament
et al. 2000) and protective functions toward depressive episodes in adolescents (Topalian
et al. 2019). On the other hand, there are situations when religion may influence an individ-
ual negatively, becoming a source of stress and psychopathology (Grzymała-Moszczyńska
2004). For example, involving religion or excessively referring to its instructions or even to
the Person of God in everyday life or attributing to it responsibility for one’s own mistakes
may cause an individual to perceive its influence on one’s life as destructive (Pargament
1997). All extreme manifestations of religiosity and spirituality, as well as their denial, may
contribute to the creation of threatening situations that may significantly affect the func-
tioning of the individual (Pargament and Zinnbauer 2005). Religion, as well as religious
practices, may often play a role in maintaining a neurotic experience of the world (Bartoś
2007). Based on the above division and analysis of the applied processes of giving meaning,
as well as coping with difficulties, positive and negative strategies for religious coping with
stress have been distinguished (Pargament 1997; Pietkiewicz 2010; Talik 2013).

The religious involvement of community members strengthens the community as a
social group and thus makes it easier to find oneself in a relationship with God and the
social world. Belonging to a social group, including a religious community, as emphasized
above, affects the system of values, norms and goals that constitute the center of the identity
of young women and men. Being in a religious community, understood as a socialization
environment, is important for the internalization of norms, models and patterns of behavior
in various situations, including difficult ones, and strategies for coping with difficulties by
young women and men.
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The above considerations focused our research interests on the relationship between
belonging to a religious community, the construction of the identity of young women and
men, as well as ways of coping with difficulties, with particular attention to the strategies
of religious coping with difficulties. It is difficult to find studies in the literature on the
subject that cover all of the above-mentioned variables—so our research is exploratory. It
should be added that due to the gender factor, the designed research is comparative. The
reported research project aimed to obtain answers to three research questions regarding
the following: (1) differences in the frequency of using religious strategies for coping with
stress and the intensity of identity processes in young women and men depending on
membership in religious communities, (2) the relationship between the dimensions of
identity and religious coping with stress and (3) the importance of identity status and
gender for the relationship between belonging to religious communities and religious
coping in a group of young Catholics in Poland. Understanding the relationship between
community membership, identity dimensions and religious coping strategies of young
people may provide the basis for a more complete explanation of the complexity of the
conditions for the functioning of contemporary young women and men. It can be assumed
that remaining in the exploratory phase will constitute a kind of crisis that may involve a
more intensive use of religious coping. The analyses presented here make it possible, to
some extent, to verify this assumption.

2. Materials and Methods

This study used the RCOPE Questionnaire (the Religious Coping Questionnaire) and
the DIDS (Dimensions of Identity Development Scale). RCOPE (the Religious Coping
Questionnaire) by K.I. Pargamenta, in the Polish adaptation by Talik and Szewczyk (2008),
was used to identify the frequency of using religious strategies for coping with stress. Reli-
gious coping strategies include both positive and negative subscales. The Polish version of
the RCOPE questionnaire consists of 105 statements, which, as a result of factor analysis,
allowed for the identification of 16 scales for measuring various strategies: 9 positive
(Life Transformation, Active Religious Surrender, Seeking Support from Priests/Members,
Religious Focus, Collaborative Religious Coping, Pleading for Direct Intercession, Spiri-
tual Support, Religious Practices and Benevolent Religious Reappraisal) and 7 negative
(Punishing God Reappraisal, Self-Directing Religious Coping, Demonic Reappraisal, Pas-
sive Religious Deferral, Spiritual Discontent, Reappraisal of God’s Power and Religious
Discontent). To determine the reliability of the Polish version of the RCOPE questionnaire,
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient was used. For items referring to positive
strategies of religious coping with stress, the reliability is higher (α = 0.91) than for items
referring to negative strategies of religious coping with stress (α = 0.71) (Talik 2008).

The DIDS (Dimensions of Identity Development Scale) by Luyckx et al. (2008), adapted
into Polish by Brzezińska and Piotrowski (2009), was used to measure the intensity of
the dimensions of identity development and to determine the identity statuses of the
surveyed people. The tool consists of 25 statements that create 5 scales (Exploration
in Breadth, Exploration in Depth, Ruminative Exploration, Commitment Making and
Identifying with a Commitment). Based on cluster analysis, it is possible to distinguish
the following identity statuses: achieved, foreclosure, ruminative moratorium, scattered
dispersion, carefree dispersion and undifferentiated (Brzezińska and Piotrowski 2010). All
DIDSs have satisfactory reliability (α from 0.70 to 0.85) (Luyckx et al. 2008). The Polish
adaptation of the tool (Brzezińska and Piotrowski 2010) should be considered reliable for
examining the dimensions of identity development in adolescence, emerging adulthood
and early adulthood.

2.1. Study Group

The sampling criterion was the Roman Catholic denomination. All respondents
declared themselves believers in God; some of them belonged to religious community
structures and some did not. The respondents were classified as belonging to religious
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Christian communities of the Roman Catholic denomination, creating prayer communities,
church music groups and liturgical services—or to a comparison group consisting of young
people not involved in the community’s activities. The criterion for inclusion in the study
group was also the age of the respondents, including adolescence and the first phase of
early adulthood.

The study group consisted of 177 people belonging to religious communities (53.7%
girls and women and 46.3% boys and men), and the comparison group included 230 people
not belonging to religious communities (66.5% girls and women and 33.5% boys and men)
(comparison group). People who were members of religious communities devoted no
less than five hours a week to religious practice, unlike people who did not declare their
belonging to a community (comparison group) (Z = 9647; p < 0.001). The study participants
were aged from 13 to 28, i.e., they were in the period of adolescence, emerging adulthood
and the first phase of early adulthood. The average age of the respondents belonging to a
religious community was M = 17 years and 11 months, with a standard deviation SD = 2.75,
and in the group of people not belonging to a religious community, M = 17 years and
5 months, with a standard deviation SD = 2.09, which indicates that the results are not very
dispersed. The median value in the group of people belonging to religious communities
was Me = 18, while in the group of people not belonging to religious communities, Me = 17.
The study used a purposive sampling procedure. Catholics completed questionnaires
during community meetings and in school conditions. The study was comparative; it was
conducted among people belonging and not belonging to religious communities (i.e., prayer
formation, musical groups and liturgical service), ensuring anonymity and confidentiality
of data using the paper-and-pencil method.

2.2. Study Procedure

The subjects were informed about the purpose of the study, and its implementation
could only take place after obtaining the consent of the subject or, in the case of minors,
after obtaining the written consent of the parent or legal guardian. The authors assert that
all procedures contributing to this work comply with the ethical standards of the relevant
national and institutional committees on human experimentation and with the Helsinki
Declaration of 1975, as revised in 2008. The survey was anonymous and voluntary, and
consent to participate in the study could be withdrawn at any time. The purpose of the
study was purely scientific and the data collected were used in scientific work, including
the development of scientific publications. A total of 17 respondents did not answer all
questions, so incomplete packs were discarded from further analysis.

2.3. Analysis of Results

The study used moderation analysis, which makes it possible to indicate the variable
whose value determines the direction or strength of the main relationship. The presence of
a significant moderator was checked using MANOVA analysis (Stanisz 2006). Additionally,
a regression model was built. The model was fitted to the data and the variance of the
explained variable was explained using multiple regression. In the statistical analysis,
the significance level was p ≤ 0.05. All calculations were performed using Statistica 10.0
(Watała 2002).

2.4. Results

1. Shown here are the results of a statistical analysis aimed at answering the ques-
tion about gender differences in the frequency of using religious strategies for coping
with stress and the dimensions of identity development depending on belonging to
religious communities.

Firstly, the differential importance of gender for the use of religious coping strategies
with stress was recognized. The results showed that gender differences are visible within
the three RCOPE strategies in the entire group of respondents; however, belonging to
communities significantly modified gender differences in this respect (Table 1).
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Table 1. Differences in the mean results regarding the frequency of using religious strategies for
coping with stress in the group of women and men (Mann–Whitney U test, n = 404).

Whole
Group

People Belonging to
Religious Communities

People Not Belonging to
Religious Communities

RCOPE Strategy Z p Level Z p Level Z p Level

Life Transformation 2.503 * 0.012 2.474 * 0.013 2.510 * 0.012
Active Religious Surrender 1.292 0.196 1.825 0.068 1.300 0.194

Seeking Support from
Priests/Members 0.362 0.717 0.736 0.462 0.365 0.715

Religious Focus 1.442 0.149 2.104 * 0.035 1.448 0.148
Collaborative Religious

Coping 1.255 0.210 2.098 * 0.036 1.259 0.208

Pleading for Direct
Intercession 2.895 ** 0.004 1.598 0.110 2.911 ** 0.004

Spiritual Support 2.294 * 0.022 2.154 * 0.031 2.304 * 0.021
Religious Practices 1.450 0.147 2.336 * 0.020 1.452 0.147

Benevolent Religious
Reappraisal 0.780 0.435 1.320 0.187 0.785 0.432

Punishing God Reappraisal 0.838 0.402 1.511 0.131 0.842 0.400
Self-Directing Religious

Coping −0.039 0.969 −0.170 0.865 −0.039 0.969

Demonic Reappraisal −1.595 0.111 −0.956 0.339 −1.620 0.105
Passive Religious Deferral 0.570 0.568 −0.385 0.700 0.576 0.564

Spiritual Discontent 1.644 0.100 0.958 0.338 1.650 0.989
Reappraisal of God’s Power 1.381 0.167 0.675 0.500 1.392 0.164

Religious Discontent −0.694 0.488 −1.284 0.199 −0.710 0.478
Positive strategies 1.732 0.083 2.052 * 0.040 1.732 0.083

Negative strategies 0.579 0.563 0.260 0.794 0.579 0.563

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

There were statistically significant differences between women and men regarding the
following strategies: Life Transformation, Pleading for Direct Intercession and Spiritual
Support (all of these strategies were used more often by women than men). In the group of
people belonging to communities, there was also a greater use of other positive religious
strategies for coping with stress among women. Women most often used the following
strategies: Religious Practices, Pleading for Direct Intercession and Collaborative Religious
Coping. The strategies used least often by women were Spiritual Discontent, Demonic
Reappraisal and Passive Religious Deferral. The surveyed men most often used the fol-
lowing strategies: Religious Practices, Pleading for Direct Intercession and Collaborative
Religious Coping. The strategies used least often by men were Reappraisal of God’s Power,
Spiritual Discontent and Passive Religious Deferral.

Secondly, gender differences in the intensity of dimensions of identity development
were checked. Here, many more differences were noted (Table 2).

Table 2. Differences in the intensity of dimensions of identity development in women and men
(Mann–Whitney U test).

Whole Group People Belonging to Religious
Communities

People not Belonging to Religious
Communities

DIDS Z p Level Z p Level Z p Level

Commitment Making −3.728 *** 0.000 −3.630 *** 0.000 −1.592 0.111
Identification with

Commitment −2.804 ** 0.005 −3.411 *** 0.001 −0.330 0.742

Exploration in Breadth 3.062 ** 0.002 1.649 0.099 2.906 ** 0.004
Exploration in Depth 2.201 * 0.028 0.618 0.537 2.769 ** 0.006

Ruminative
Exploration 3.642 *** 0.000 2.465 * 0.014 2.627 ** 0.009

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001.
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Statistically significant differences (p < 0.05) between women and men occur in all
dimensions of identity development (Table 2). A higher level of intensity of the dimen-
sions of Commitment Making and Identification with Commitment was recorded in the
group of men, and of the dimensions of Exploration in Breadth, Exploration in Depth
and Ruminative Exploration in the group of women. In the group belonging to a reli-
gious community, statistically significant differences were noted between women and
men regarding three dimensions: Commitment Making, Identification with Commitment
and Ruminative Exploration (p < 0.05). In the group of respondents not belonging to a
religious community, statistically significant differences were revealed in all dimensions of
exploration: Exploration in Breadth, Exploration in Depth and Rumination Exploration.

2. Shown here are the results of statistical analysis aimed at identifying the relationship
between dimensions of identity development and strategies for coping with stress.

It was checked whether there were any correlations between the studied variables. The
results showed that all dimensions related to exploration correlate with positive strategies
for coping with stress, and Ruminative Exploration additionally correlates with negative
strategies for religious coping with stress (Table 3).

Table 3. Correlations between the intensity of identity development dimensions and the fre-
quency of using religious coping strategies in the entire group of respondents (Spearman’s R
correlation coefficient).

Strategies RCOPE
Dimensions of Identity Development

Commitment
Making

Identification with
Commitment

Exploration in
Breadth

Exploration in
Depth

Ruminative
Exploration

Positive −0.024 0.026 0.137 ** 0.149 ** 0.121 *
Negative −0.018 −0.086 0.007 −0.002 0.106 *

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

It was then decided to distinguish identity statuses based on the results within the
dimensions of identity development. Cluster analysis allowed us to recognize the identity
statuses of the respondents, which were selected from the five-dimensional model. Ulti-
mately, six clusters were obtained and treated as qualitatively separate identity statuses
(Brzezińska and Piotrowski 2010). In the entire group of respondents, the most common
identity status was undifferentiated (25.8%), and the least common was the diffused iden-
tity status (11.5%). Among those belonging to a religious community, the most common
identity status was undifferentiated (21.5%) and achieved (19.2%), and the least common
was the status of diffusion (9.0%). Among those not belonging to a religious community,
the most common identity statuses were undifferentiated (29.1%) and carefree diffusion
(17.0%), and the least common were the ruminative moratorium statuses (12.2%).

3. Shown here are the results of statistical analysis regarding the importance of identity
status for the relationship between belonging to religious communities and religious
strategies for coping with stress in a group of Polish Catholics.

In the next step, relationships between the studied variables were identified using a
multivariate analysis of variance. Through the research model, an answer was sought to
the question of whether identity statuses moderate the relationship between belonging
to religious communities and positive and negative strategies for coping with stress. The
multivariate analysis of variance showed that the frequency of using positive religious
coping strategies differs significantly between groups of people belonging to and not
belonging to a religious community. However, this difference was not noted in groups
distinguished according to identity status (Table 4, Figure 2). The statistical analysis showed
the significance of the interaction of the variables “belonging to a religious community”
and “identity status” with the frequency of using positive religious strategies for coping
with stress (p < 0.05).
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Table 4. Results of multivariate analysis of variance of the variable religious coping strategies
concerning religious community membership and identity status (MANOVA).

Strategies Effect Df SS MS F p

Positive

Independent part 1 1,227,630 1,227,630 1515.224 0.000
Belonging to a religious community 1 69,357 69,357 85.605 0.000

Identity status 5 3856 771 0.952 0.447
Belonging to a religious community × identity status 5 9917 1983 2.448 0.033

Error 395 320,028 810

Negative

Independent part 1 290,366.6 290,366.6 1443.730 0.000
Belonging to a religious community 1 274.6 274.6 1.366 0.243

Identity status 5 1947.6 389.5 1.937 0.087
Belonging to a religious community × identity status 5 625.2 125.0 0.622 0.683

Error 395 79,443.4 201.1
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Figure 2. Chart of the results of a multivariate analysis of variance of the variable positive religious
strategies for coping with stress due to belonging to a religious community and identity status. Note:
blue indicates the intensity of the use of positive religious strategies for coping with stress among
people belonging to religious communities (values marked with a circle), and red—those who do not
belong (values marked with a square). Current effect: F(5, 395) = 2.4480, p = 0.03345. Vertical bars
indicate 0.95 confidence intervals.

The results of the multivariate analysis of variance showed that the frequency of
using positive strategies differs significantly in the gender and religious community groups
(p < 0.05), but no differences were found in the identity status groups (p > 0.05). The
interaction of the variables “gender”, “belonging to a religious community” and “identity
status” with the frequency of using positive religious strategies for coping with stress was
observed to be insignificant (p > 0.05). The purpose of the last analyses was to provide
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information on the importance of gender in relation to religious coping strategy, taking
into account its interaction with variables such as “religious community membership” and
“identity status”. However, the interaction between “belonging to a religious community”
and “identity status” turned out to be significant (p < 0.05) (Table 5, Figure 3).

Table 5. Results of multivariate analysis of variance of the variable strategies for coping with stress in
relation to gender, belonging to a religious community and identity status (MANOVA).

Strategies Effect Df SS MS F p

Positive

Independent part 1 902,151.7 902,151.7 1125.352 0.000
Gender 1 6786.4 6786.4 8.465 0.004

Belonging to a religious community 1 61,988.1 61,988.1 77.325 0.000
Identity status 5 1479.9 296.0 0.369 0.870

Gender × belonging to a religious community 1 5.4 5.4 0.007 0.935
Gender × identity status 5 3120.2 624.0 0.778 0.566

Belonging to a religious community × identity status 5 11,441.1 2288.2 2.854 0.015
Gender × belonging to a religious community ×

Identity status 5 2625.9 525.2 0.655 0.658

Error 383 307,036.4 801.7

Negative

Independent part 1 227,079.1 227,079.1 1117.957 0.000
Gender 1 0.2 0.2 0.001 0.974

Belonging to a religious community 1 237.6 237.6 1.170 0.280
Identity status 5 1617.4 323.5 1.593 0.161

Gender× belonging to a religious community 1 42.8 42.8 0.211 0.647
Gender × identity status 5 821.0 164.2 0.808 0.544

Belonging to a religious community × identity status 5 476.0 95.2 0.469 0.800
Gender × belonging to a religious community ×

identity status 5 549.2 109.8 0.541 0.745

Error 383 77,794.9 203.1

In addition, to enrich and detail the analyses so far, it was decided to present a
regression analysis, but treating both sexes together. The statistical analysis carried out
indicated significant correlations between the explanatory variable, which is belonging to a
religious community, and the explained variable—a positive strategy of religious coping
with stress called Collaborative Religious Coping—and between the explanatory variable,
which is the dimension of identity development Identification with Commitment and the
above variables (Table 6). Therefore, an attempt was made to build a regression model
illustrating the impact of the above-mentioned explanatory variables on the explained
variable in the indicated range. A regression analysis was performed on relationships
in which statistical significance was noted. Its results confirmed the significance of the
assumed regression model (p < 0.001). As a result of the regression analysis, a statistically
significant model (1) was obtained, including one significant predictor (the Identification
with Commitment dimension) and explaining 14.7% of the variance of the Collaborative
Religious Coping variable [R2 = 0,154; F(3, 403) = 24.506; p < 0.001].

Table 6. Results of multiple regression analyses for the dependent variable: Collaborative Religious
Coping.

Variables B St. Error β B St. Error B t p Level

Belonging to a religious
community 0.060 0.238 0.095 0.378 0.251 0.802

Identification with
commitment 0.349 0.159 0.330 0.151 2.191 0.029

R = 0.393; R2 = 0.154; Corrected R2 = 0.147; F(3, 403) = 24.506; p < 0.001.
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3. Discussion

This study aims to test the importance of belonging to religious communities to the
frequency of using religious strategies for coping with stress (Pargament 1997), taking
into account the moderating role of identity status (Luyckx et al. 2006) and gender. The
literature indicates differences between women and men in religious practice, coping and
the development of identity (Gandhi et al. 2015; Kalka and Karcz 2016; Morsunbul et al.
2016). The research results show that women and men differ in their choice of religious
coping strategies and the dimensions of identity development. This should be understood
through the prism of various conditions. Women’s more frequent use of positive RCOPE
strategies may be associated with a tendency to confide in other women, especially close
ones, and to focus on emotions and social relationships (Wojciszke 2002, 2012). This may
manifest itself in taking on the role of confidante, caregiver and mother. Being in an
emotionally strong relationship with God, expecting spiritual support, intervention and
changes, may be an expression of a deeper experience of contact with the Absolute, but
also of treating God as the one who can do more because God has greater power and
agency than a woman. Polish research shows that the choice of negative religious coping
strategies is associated with less personal strength in girls and less perseverance in boys
(Talik 2013). It should be emphasized that girls and boys carry out religious practices to
different extents, have different characteristics and take on different social roles in different
areas of activity, and also show differences in the process of giving meaning in difficult
situations (Spencer et al. 2003). Women and men also differ in the intensity of their religious
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attitudes. Sensory sensitivity and the strength of the inhibition process in the group of
women correlate positively with religious attitudes, which is not observed in the group of
men (Marcysiak 2009).

What is also interesting is the different functioning of women and men in the context
of identity status. Gender differentiates all results within the dimensions of identity
development. Men achieve higher scores in the dimensions of Making Commitments and
Identification with Commitments, while women and girls achieve higher scores in all areas
of exploration: Exploration in Breadth, Exploration in Depth and Rumination Exploration.
On the above basis, it cannot be ruled out that men begin exploration earlier or that it
reaches a higher intensity earlier than in women (according to K. Luyckx’s theory), which in
turn may result in men making commitments and identifying with them earlier compared
to women. These differences can be associated with gender stereotypes, which include
greater decisiveness, self-confidence, speed of decision making and focus on the chosen
action and goal in men, and greater reflection, attentiveness in action, agreeableness and
submissiveness in women. It is worth adding that one of the conditions for the above
changes may not only be biological or rely on genetic differences between the sexes but may
also be related to upbringing in the family home or broadly understood socialization. This
requires further research because the literature on the subject often indicates a certain shift
in the time of developmental changes in many areas for women and girls compared to men
and adolescent boys (Obuchowska 1996)—with opposite characteristics to those identified
in the reported studies. We cannot reject the assumption that these differences indicate that
men were taking over their identity earlier—or prematurely. However, this may be the
result of the different socialization of girls and boys, and above all, greater social permission
for boys to experiment in various roles, in various spheres of activity and at an earlier
age. Women and girls who do not belong to communities similarly score higher on the
exploration dimensions compared to those who belong to communities. Women and girls
from communities achieve higher results than those not belonging to communities in the
dimension of identity development, which is Ruminative Exploration. However, a slightly
different tendency is observed in the group of men belonging to religious communities,
namely that they achieve higher results in the dimensions of Making Commitments and
Identification with Commitments than men who do not belong to communities. This may
indicate a higher level of anxiety in the group of women belonging to communities, which
may consequently be associated with reluctance to make commitments and identify with
them. Based on the research results, it may be possible to consider the possibility of a lower
level of fear or anxiety among men from communities compared to men who do not belong
to communities. The above confirms the different impact of belonging to a community on
the psychological condition of women and men.

The obtained research results indicate a correlation between positive religious coping
strategies with stress and the dimensions of exploration within identity construction. This
means that the search for oneself is accompanied by finding one’s relationship with God,
which is confirmed by a statistically significant result in the positive strategies of religious
coping with stress. Ruminative Exploration additionally correlates with negative religious
coping strategies, which confirms the anxious nature of both of these mechanisms. The
interaction of the variable belonging to a religious community and the variable identity
status in making decisions about the frequency of using positive religious strategies for
coping with stress was recognized. This interaction is not observed in the case of negative
religious coping strategies, nor when taking into account age group or gender. This finding
seems to be very important from the point of view of practical research implications.
By supporting the development of central mental structures, such as identity, one can
stimulate young Catholics to develop positive religious strategies for coping with stress. It
may also be important for the postmodern religious identity of young Poles (Pankalla and
Wieradzka 2014), which is directly related to the development of personal identity. It is also
an important field for cooperation between theology and psychology aimed at shaping
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positive strategies for dealing with difficulties through the mature construction of one’s
own identity and group identity.

The identity dimension Identification with Commitment turned out to be a significant
predictor of the frequency of using one positive strategy of religious coping with stress,
which is Collaborative Religious Coping. This may indicate an internalized belief in living
in harmony with God, in trust and identification with the role of a child of God, and even
in the certainty that what happens to a person, even crises and other difficult experiences,
is part of God’s plan. Such understanding can be considered an indicator of full integration
of the individual’s psychological structure and may refer to authentic religiosity (Walesa
2005). In such circumstances of identity development, confrontation with crises should
not be reflected in doubt in God but rather should involve trusting in God, and even if
doubt appears, in undertaking a new exploration, remaining nevertheless convinced that
what happens is God’s will and maintaining one’s ability to seek solutions in cooperation
with God. Religiosity and the consequences that it involves may be important for the
development of identity, including sexual identity (Shilo et al. 2016; Lauricella et al. 2017;
Kumpasoğlu et al. 2020), but this topic was not included in the described examination.
Nevertheless, what seems interesting is how the religious coping strategies used may
influence the development of identity, which is worth analyzing in future research. To sum
up, it is worth emphasizing that belonging to a religious community and identification
with its group’s values may stabilize the development of an individual’s identity and thus
may result in the intensification of the use of positive religious coping strategies with stress.

4. Conclusions

The analyses performed provided the basis for formulating the following conclusions:

(1) There are differences between young women and men in the frequency of using
religious strategies for coping with stress (girls are more likely to count on life trans-
formation, intervention or spiritual support) and in the intensity of identity processes
(boys are more likely to engage in and identify with it, girls are more likely to explore)—
depending on membership in a religious community.

(2) There is a relationship between identity dimensions and religious coping with stress,
which was observed only in exploration processes.

(3) Although women and men differ in their choice of religious coping strategies and
the intensity of their identity dimensions, identity status, not gender, moderates the
relationship between membership in a religious community and religious coping with
stress.

Limitations of this Study

The majority of Poles declare Roman Catholic denomination (Główny Urząd Statysty-
czny 2015), but the significance of affiliation with religious communities was not examined
for religious communities in other denominations. In future research, it would be worth
taking into account other religions and making cross-cultural comparisons, as well as exam-
ining connections with psychological variables other than those included in the cited study.
Moreover, increasing the size of the research group would help increase the credibility of
the presented results. Including people in different developmental periods could provide
the basis for drawing conclusions about developmental changes in the explored area. The
cross-sectional nature of this study limits the interpretation of the results, showing only
areas for further verification, and consequently, the conclusions cannot go beyond the
current socio-cultural context. The issue of stereotypes and the need for social acceptance
also seems to be very important in connection with the research procedure (Aronson et al.
2012). Further research could find other psychological variables that are important for
religious coping because support from a religious group translates into religious coping in
quite a direct, perhaps even obvious, way. The completed survey, apart from the limitations
indicated, is a source of valuable information about the mental health of young Catholics.
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Główny Urząd Statystyczny. 2010. Stowarzyszenia, Fundacje i Społeczne Podmioty Wyznaniowe w 2008 r. Studia i Analizy Statystyczne.
Warszawa: Departament Badań Społecznych.
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