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Abstract 

 

Spirituality as a subjective experience, intrinsic, and central to people’s well-being is 

underscored. Positive Psychology is presented as a possible framework for explaining the 

relationship between spirituality and well-being. However, for a more coherent understanding 

of the nature of spirituality, recommendation for a process-based rather than an 

outcome-based approach is made. As such, focus is shifted from identifying behavioral 

indicators and values check-list to studying people’s lived experience of spirituality. Rather 

than plain descriptive, the approach is believed to yield in-depth results that are more 

explicatory of the nature of spirituality. Moreover, the cultural specificity of spirituality is 

stressed. Viewed and actually practiced differently from culture to culture, a call to examine 

similarities and variations of psychological processes across cultures is proposed. 

Implications of the approaches to clinical practice and test development are indicated. 
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Understanding spirituality from positive psychology: Culture specificity of lived 

experience 

 

1. Introduction 

Spirituality signifies an individual’s connectedness with the transcendent, self, others, and nature; a search 

for meaning and purpose in life (Meezenbroek, Garssen, van den Bers, van Dierendonck, Visser, & Schaufeli, 

2012; Chiu, Emblen, Van Hofwegen, Sawatzky, & Meyerhoff, 2004). Connectedness with the transcendent 

includes seeking unity with the “sacred,” an Ultimate Reality, a higher power, or God. Connectedness with the 

self is expressed in several ways such as authenticity, sense of wholeness, meaningful identity, self-knowledge, 

and ability to draw from one’s inner strengths, among others. Connectedness with others and with nature is 

related to a sense of community, compassion, altruism, caring, gratitude and wonder. The search for meaning is 

reflected in an individual’s making sense of life and one’s experiences, of seeking answers to ultimate questions 

about life’s meaning and purpose (Chiu et al., 2004). This meaning gives hope, inner peace, and sense of 

direction. Taken as a whole, a testimony of one’s spirituality is a “lifestyle that incorporates one’s response to the 

picture of the sacred” (Hill, Pargament, Hood, McCollough, Swyers, Larson, & Zinnbauer, 2000). This lifestyle 

is characterized by personal growth and a valuing of others (Chiu et al. 2004).  

2. Discussion 

Intrinsic to human nature, spirituality is central and important to people’s lives (Del Rio & White, 2012). 

Spirituality’s centrality to human existence is evident in the large number of researches devoted to its study. 

Various theories and models of spirituality were created in the effort to explain the phenomenon. To cite, the 

science of Positive Psychology specifically recognizes spirituality’s role in promoting the well-being and optimal 

functioning of an individual (Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005). Well-being or happiness is a central concept 

in Positive Psychology. Accordingly, well-being or happiness has three facets/domains, namely, the pleasant life, 

the engaged life, and the meaningful life. The pleasant life is concerned with the positive emotion about the past 

(e.g., contentment, satisfaction, and serenity), the present (e.g., somatic pleasures like immediate but momentary 

sensory delights, and the complex pleasures like those obtained in learning and education, and the future (e.g., 

optimism, hope, and faith).   

The engaged life is characterized by the use of character strengths. The third domain of happiness, the 

meaningful life, involves the pursuit of meaning as one uses his/her character strengths by belonging to and 

serving institutions (e.g., family and friends, community, church, organizations, and nation). People are most 

satisfied when the three types of life/happiness are pursued; more so when emphasis is placed on engagement 

and meaning. Central to Positive Psychology’s concept of well-being or happiness are character strengths 

defined as “qualities considered virtuous across cultures and historical eras” (Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 

2005). In particular, spirituality is regarded as character strength (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Spirituality 

shapes values of human decency that informs each person’s decision and relationships (East, 2005). It leads 

individuals to practice deeply held values that benefit not only the self but others as well.  

Empirical studies have been conducted to test the empirical validity of the theories on spirituality, 

particularly its role in promoting the well-being of individuals. Rightly so, quality of life studies did point to a 

predictive relationship between spirituality and well-being (Sawatzky, Ratner, & Chiu, 2005). Spirituality is 

shown to impact a person’s health outcome, facilitate successful coping through a meaning-making process, 

engender positive affect, and promote prosocial behaviors.  

Yet, how well-being is sought and what aspect of well-being is valued is a matter of clarification. As it is, 

well-being can be sought in different ways as there are different roads to pursuing it, either through the pleasant 
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life, the engaged life, or the meaningful life (Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005). For instance, a person might 

experience well-being or happiness from the following: achievement of closure of a painful experience, 

enlightenment and victory over obstacles in one’s endeavors, a sense of inner peace, a promising future, or a 

mystical experience and a sense of awe and wonder over nature (pleasant life). It is also possible to achieve 

well-being by exercising virtuous qualities like leadership, kindness, integrity, originality, wisdom, and the 

capacity to love and be loved (engaged life).  Some others find happiness when they live life meaningfully by 

selflessly exercising their strengths to benefit others (meaningful life).  

From the preceding thoughts, one can argue that well-being is a subjective experience which may differ 

from person to person. A person’s choice is often influenced by what other individuals consider to be the more 

beneficial “road”. In effect, what well-being means and how it is realized may be socialized or negotiated by 

what is culturally valued, thus may vary across cultures. By the same token, spirituality, as character strength and 

a potent source of well-being, may be perceived and experienced in different ways from culture to culture. In a 

given culture, differences may be present, yet commonalities are more dominant as people’s behaviors are 

socially coordinated. On this note, we highlight culture’s role in teaching individuals how to think, act, feel, and 

interact with others. People learn different implicit theories through socialization (Keesing, 1974). These theories 

include, among others, people’s religious beliefs, values and practices. In sum, how a person views and practice 

spirituality is shaped by and shared with the culture where he/she belongs.  

Social psychologists argued that shared values influence a person’s cognitive, emotional, and social 

functioning (Cooper & Denner, 1998). Over the years, several dimensions of culture were explored to 

differentiate cultures. The Individualism-Collectivism is a dimension particularly relevant to the study of 

spirituality. It distinguishes groups based on their individualist and collectivist values that are “seen in shared 

attitudes, beliefs, norms, role and self-definitions, and values of members of each culture” (Cooper et al., 1998). 

Relevant features of individualism include valuing personal independence by putting an emphasis on personal 

responsibility and freedom of choice, personal autonomy, initiative, achieving self-fulfillment and 

self-actualization, uniqueness from others, and self-directed behaviors (Galanes & Adams, 2007). Meanwhile, 

collectivism assumes integrated and cohesive in-groups that emphasize a sense of duty to the group, interdepen-

dence, harmony, and collective accountability. Western cultures identify more with individualism while East 

Asian cultures identify more with collectivism (Forsyth, 2010).  

One specific element of culture that differentiates individualists from collectivists is the value placed on 

feelings as information (Kwon, 2008). As reported, in individualistic culture, ability to feel and express feelings 

is emotionally relieving and contributes to a sense of well-being. Subjective feelings and experience are 

considered valuable aids in decision making. In contrast, collectivistic cultures which value relationships would 

want to maintain positive ties by being sensitive to another’s feelings, hence, direct expression of emotions is not 

much observed. The same is true with a collectivist Filipino culture that values smooth interpersonal 

relationships or “pakikiramdam” (Pe-Pua & Protacio-Marcelino, 2000). Filipinos have a propensity for indirect 

communication. Another differentiating cultural factor cited by Kwon (2008) is the regard for standards of 

normative behaviour. On this particular point, East Asian cultures are inclined toward adherence to these norms. 

Similarly, Filipino culture, keen to maintain a sense of propriety (Pe-Pua & Protacio-Marcelino, 2000) are more 

inclined to follow rules and traditions, thus, may be observed to manifest organizational religiousness. How one 

relates with others is especially valued. Specifically, group goals and expectations are above an individual’s 

lead. In Filipino culture this is exemplified in the Filipino value of helping others or “pakikipagkapwa” or 

“bayanihan” (Pe-Pua & Protacio-Marcelino, 2000). Among individualists, an individual’s lead is recognized. 

Also a defining element is the nature of emotions felt. Accordingly, individualist’s emotions are more 

“ego-focused,” while that of collectivists, as studied by Markus and Kitayama (Kwon, 2008) are 

“other-focused.”  

Ego-focused emotions are reflected in a person’s sense of pride, while other-focused emotions are reflected 

in one’s consideration of other people’s feelings. Where spirituality is concerned, the cultural perspectives are 
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also apparent in terms of how cultures view the phenomenon. For instance, in Western societies where 

self-autonomy and independence are the cultural ideals, individual/privatized spirituality is valued more than it is 

with Eastern societies. Specifically, meditation in Western culture may be regarded as a way to “cultivate the 

internal self and deal with the inner turmoil of emotion” that calms the self and brings a sense of personal 

happiness and well-being (ego-focused) (Kwon, 2008). In a collectivist culture, meditation is a way to practice 

interdependence with others (other-focused) given the value placed on social relationships and harmony. People 

in a collectivistic culture also believe it is important to consider others in their prayers than praying only for their 

selves. Same is true for the collectivist Filipino culture which views spirituality as relational, with love of God 

translated into love of others, with “love of self hardly mentioned but obliquely noted” (Yalung, 2010).  

Individualism-Collectivism is appropriately viewed as continuous and varying in degree such that no culture 

is purely collectivist or individualist. This is exemplified by the pluralistic nature of most societies to date where 

borrowing of practices (spiritual practices included) and adoption of beliefs from one culture to another is 

prevalent. Thus, labelling any group or community as individualist or collectivist by virtue of the country of 

origin without considering these dynamics could lead to misguided generalizations. There are also variations in 

the emphasis of different collectivistic cultures. To account for these variations, Triandis, Bhawuk, and Gelfand 

proposed the vertical and horizontals sub-dimensions of Individualism-Collectivism dimension (Shiraev & Levy 

(2001). On one hand of the continuum, there is a Horizontal Individualism with the self perceived as 

independent yet the same as others, and a Vertical Individualism with the self as valued but seen as different 

from others. On the other hand of the continuum is a Horizontal collectivism with the self as interdependent and 

similar to others, and a Vertical collectivism with the self as interdependent, yet unequal with the others. 

Service and sacrifice is observed. Noting these variations would help explain the intricacies about the 

phenomenon under study. 

3. Conclusion 

In conclusion, spirituality has always attracted a huge interest among scholars in related fields of discipline. 

Concomitant to this wide following are the different approaches by which spirituality is studied, and varying 

conceptualizations of the nature of spirituality. Nonetheless, spirituality as a subjective experience and as 

culture-specific are salient points of argument in understanding spirituality. These two arguments point to several 

implications that may affect attempts for a generalizable and comprehensive conceptualization of spirituality. In 

particular, the subjective nature of the experience poses a problem in the creation of a universal definition. 

Spirituality means different things from person to person.   

As noted, most approaches in the study of spirituality were more outcome-based than process-based. A 

person’s spirituality or the absence thereof tends to be based on a checklist of values and behavioral indicators 

that limits a more insightful understanding as to how spirituality is experienced and under what conditions the 

experience arises. The outcome-based approach is lamented as limited in explaining the experience and essence 

of spirituality. Equally notable is the cultural specificity in terms of how spirituality is viewed and actually 

practiced by a particular group of individuals. It is clear that the notion of spirituality in one culture cannot be 

generalized to other cultures. Creating additional weight to the implications is the observed obvious need to 

account for the similarities and variations on how spirituality is understood across cultures.  

From the preceding concerns, it would be provisionally important for future research directions to examine 

community-specific psychological process or processes that would explain the culture-specific nature of 

spirituality. In addition, future investigations could use a process-based approach to study spirituality through a 

specific focus on the lived experiences of people in a given culture. Rather than plain descriptive, the method 

could yield in-depth results that are more explicatory. Overall, consideration of the arguments presented would 

optimistically lead to the creation of a more coherent model of spirituality that is substantially grounded on 

context-specific factors.  
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Beyond the creation of a coherent paradigm would be its subsequent impact on practitioners. Among mental 

health professionals spirituality is identified as a place for healing and wholeness (Fukuyama, 2003). As such, 

integration of spiritual competence in addressing spiritual issues of clients is called for. This need is more 

expressed in the area of multicultural counseling where cultural empathy is an essential key to the counseling 

process.  
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