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Abstract In line with the Positive Youth Development (PYD) framework positing 
that religion provides youth with resources to thrive, this chapter presents a contri-
bution analyzing associations between religiosity and well-being among middle and 
late adolescents and emerging adults in Italy. Italy is a unique context to study this 
topic due to societal relevance and historical presence of Catholicism. We concep-
tualized religiosity as religious commitment and well-being as life satisfaction and 
focused on the mediating role of optimism between these two constructs. A multiple- 
group path model revealed a direct invariant link between religious commitment 
and life satisfaction as well as a significant mediating role of optimism in middle 
adolescents and emerging adults, but not in late adolescents. Conclusions afford 
implications about why and how religiosity and optimism contribute to PYD in 
cultural contexts like Italy.

 Theoretical Framework and Main Questions

Religiosity, in terms of adherence to religious rituals, values and practices of an 
institutionalized doctrine (Hill et al., 2000), has been linked to satisfaction with life 
as a relevant dimension of youth’s subjective well-being (Abdel-Khalek, 2012; 
Kelley & Miller, 2007; King & Roeser, 2009; Yonker, Schnabelrauch, & DeHaan, 
2012). However, scholars have questioned direct associations between one’s religi-
osity and life satisfaction by arguing that other social and cognitive factors might 
mediate such relationship (Hayward & Krause, 2014). In the attempt to shed light 
on the mechanisms by which religiosity can exert its salubrious effect on life 
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satisfaction, some researchers tested models whereby religiosity influences life sat-
isfaction by way of optimism (e.g., Salsman, Brown, Brechting, & Carlson, 2005). 
In fact, optimism, as a tendency to expect good things in life (Carver & Scheier, 
2014), may be both a predictor of satisfaction with life (Mishra, 2013) and a positive 
outcome of religiosity (Krause, 2002). These potential relationships are partly sug-
gested by recent researches. For instance, Zeb, Riaz, and Jahangir (2015) showed 
that religiosity, but not optimism, was a positive predictor of mental health. 
Moreover, Ferguson and Goodwin (2010) found that optimism is positively associ-
ated with both subjective and psychological well-being. Although these studies 
refer to a broader view of well-being, it may be that a similar set of associations is 
applicable also in the more specific domain of the satisfaction with life. However, 
further research is needed in the field. In fact, despite the increasing interest of 
scholars, little is known about the structural relationships amongst religiosity, opti-
mism, and life satisfaction, especially during the passage from adolescence to 
emerging adulthood.

On the basis of these premises, this chapter presents a study aimed at testing a 
mediation model whereby religiosity predicted satisfaction with life both directly 
and by way of optimism in adolescents and emerging adults. The study was framed 
within the Positive Youth Development perspective (PYD; Lerner, Lerner, von Eye, 
Bowers, & Bizan-Lewin, 2011) positing religion as a significant ideological and 
social resource that promotes young people’s successful growth (King & Roeser, 
2009). In fact, not only religion serves as a meaning-making system helping youth 
answer existential questions and orient their lives, but it also provides them with 
worldviews, values, beliefs, and social support, guiding them in the ages of transi-
tion from adolescence to adulthood (Barry & Abo-Zena, 2014).

 Religiosity, Well-Being, and the Mediating Role of Optimism

Empirical evidence suggests that religiosity is positively associated with psychologi-
cal well-being of adolescents and emerging adults (e.g., Barry, Nelson, Davarya, & 
Urry, 2010; Furrow, King, & White, 2004; Kirk & Lewis, 2013; Yonker et al., 2012). 
Particularly, religiosity was shown to be positively linked to life satisfaction (Abdel-
Khalek, 2012; Kelley & Miler, 2007), considered as the conscious cognitive judg-
ment of one’s personal well-being (Pavot & Diener, 1993). However, scholars have 
questioned the direct influence of religiosity on life satisfaction, reporting that religi-
osity might also work in conjunction with other socio-cultural, cognitive, and indi-
vidual variables (Hayward & Krause, 2014; Van Cappellen, Toth-Gauthier, Saroglou, 
& Fredrickson, 2016). For instance, Sabatier, Mayer, Friedlmeier, Lubiewska, and 
Trommsdorff (2011) showed that religiosity promotes family relationship values and 
family interdependence (i.e., family orientation) among adolescents, which in turn 
enhances their satisfaction with life. Moreover, they highlighted that such links are 
stronger in high religious countries than in secular ones. Also, Steger and Frazier 
(2005) reported that religiousness provides young adults with meaning in their lives 
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which, in turn, increases their well-being and psychological health. Nonetheless, 
more research is needed to explain how and why religiosity can exert its beneficial 
effects on well-being among adolescents and emerging adults.

In order to clarify this mechanism, it is possible to consider the mediating role of 
optimism. Indeed, studies have found that optimism is positively linked with mark-
ers of psychological well-being, such as life satisfaction, sense of meaning in life, 
and overall quality of life (Ho, Cheung, & Cheung, 2010; Mishra, 2013), and acts 
as a positive outcome of religiosity (Krause, 2002). Relatedly, research by Salsman 
et al. (2005) found that religiousness and prayer fulfillment is associated with satis-
faction with life through optimism among emerging adults. However, further stud-
ies are needed to take into account the developmental changes youth undergo in the 
passage from adolescence to adulthood. In fact, this transition period is a time of 
both great opportunities and vulnerabilities (Dahl, 2004; Kirk & Lewis, 2013), dur-
ing which religiosity has been shown to play a salient role in protecting individuals 
against mental illness (e.g., depression, Pearce, Little, & Perez, 2003) and health- 
risk behaviors (e.g., alcohol use; Jankowski, Hardy, Zamboanga, & Ham, 2013). 
Also, it prevents destructive behaviors such as violence (Salas-Wright, Vaughn, & 
Maynard, 2014), delinquency (Johnson, Jang, Larson, & Li, 2001), and aggression 
(Hardy, Walker, Rackham, & Olsen, 2012). As abundant research pointed out, there 
are several possible explanations about why religiosity promotes positive youth 
development (King & Boyatzis, 2015). To mention one, faith based organizations 
provide adolescents with a set of beliefs and values guiding them during their 
growth, and exert a certain extent of social control, in terms of moral and normative 
behaviors (King, 2003).

 Relationships Between Religiosity, Optimism, and Life 
Satisfaction in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood

Adolescence (approximately from 14 to 19  years old) and emerging adulthood 
(approximately from 20 to 30 year old) are two critical phases in the life cycle. The 
former is a period of transition from childhood to adult roles marked by puberty and 
self-concept formation (Dahl, 2004), while the latter bridges adolescence and adult-
hood through a protracted exploration and construction of one’s identity (Arnett, 
2014 ). Abundant research underlined that adolescents and emerging adults experi-
ence religion in different ways (Barry et al., 2010; Chan, Tsai, & Fuligni, 2015). 
During early and middle adolescence, individuals’ images of God begin to be more 
abstract, internalized and personal than in childhood, but their religious beliefs are 
still not critically articulated and, to some extent, conform to the ones inherited from 
parents (Fowler & Dell, 2006). Differently, during the transition from high school to 
college, adolescents possess a greater set of cognitive capacities helping them to 
reflect on different aspects of the self and on the culture they live in (Zarrett & 
Eccles, 2006). As a consequence, they start to search for a beliefs system consistent 
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with the values they have accumulated (Steinberg, 1999). Once they age into emerg-
ing adulthood, individuals tend to disaffiliate from religious practices and commu-
nities, and to show a greater interest in exploring their religious identities. This is 
mainly due to their advancement in pragmatic and rational thinking, to their willing-
ness to be self-sufficient and to form their own beliefs. At this phase, religiosity 
becomes a private concern, often characterized by mistrust of religious institutions 
(Arnett & Jensen, 2002; Barry et al., 2010; Chan et al., 2015).

In light of these developmental changes, it is reasonable to suppose that the links 
among religiosity, optimism, and life satisfaction may change with age according to 
differences in the ways of experiencing religion. For instance, given that younger 
adolescents might hold more idealized representations of God as a supporting entity 
(Fowler & Dell, 2006), they may tend to be more optimistic about life when religi-
osity is a salient dimension. Contrary, late adolescents may report weaker associa-
tions with optimism because of their more probing approach to religiosity, which 
may not be necessarily seen as something that gives security and positive expecta-
tions for the future. In emerging adulthood, instead, the relationships among religi-
osity, optimism and life satisfaction may be strengthened, since religiosity is now 
experienced in a more private, individualized way (Magyar-Russel, Deal, & Brown, 
2014). Unfortunately, to date, to best of our knowledge, there is no empirical 
research investigating age related trends in the associations between religiosity, 
optimism and life satisfaction. Thus, the novel aspect of our study is to fill in this 
gap. In doing so, we also explored how these associations occur in a particular cul-
tural context like Italy. This is a relevant point considering that culture may play a 
key role in the association between religiosity and well-being (Diener, Tay, & 
Myers, 2011).

 Context and Cultural Distinctiveness of the Study Sample

Some studies have found that religiosity affects both happiness and life satisfaction 
of people from different cultures (e.g., Graham & Crown, 2014). However, it might 
be that religiosity would have a greater effect on people living in countries charac-
terized by a long religious tradition because in these contexts conventional beliefs 
may act as an anchorage offering security and certainty (Garelli, 2013). For this 
reason, Italy represents an important context for studying this topic, given that 
Catholicism is a very influential and salient cultural feature of this country because 
of social and historical reasons. In fact, differently from other European countries, 
especially the Northern ones, in Italy young people continue to grow up in a society 
strongly marked by a long-established religious culture (Garelli, 2007, 2013).

A close look to recent surveys reveals that 62% of Italians declare to be practic-
ing Catholicism, whereas 38% to be non-practicing. With regards to young popula-
tion, statistics show that 68% of people between 15 and 34  years of age define 
themselves as Catholic (Doxa, 2014). Nevertheless, this does not means that other 
youth are unconnected with Catholic religion and its customs because, as noted by 
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Bader, Baker, and Molle (2012), in Italy a form also exists of Catholic religious 
belonging that is culturally inherited rather than profoundly experienced and mani-
festly expressed. Also, in the last years Italy is facing a difficult social and economic 
crisis (e.g., unemployment, limited social policies) which may disorient youth, 
increase uncertainty toward the future, and negatively affect their well-being 
(Crocetti, Rabaglietti, & Sica, 2012; Karaś, Cieciuch, Negru, & Crocetti, 2015). In 
such a context, religiosity may represent a resource for young people to enhance 
their life satisfaction both directly and indirectly by way of optimism in line with 
our previous arguments and PYD predictions. Notwithstanding this background, in 
Italy there is a delay on investigating this topic, compared to other countries like the 
United States. This lack of studies hinders comparisons between the Italian and 
other contexts (Laudadio & D’Alessio, 2010) that could be particularly informative 
about the role of culture in the associations between religiosity and positive func-
tioning of youth.

 The Present Study

On the basis of previous research (e.g., Salsman et al., 2005), as well as on the need 
of a deeper understanding of how religiosity, optimism and life satisfaction relate 
during adolescence and emerging adulthood, the purpose of the present contribution 
was to test a partial mediation model (see Fig. 1) whereby religiosity is associated 
with life satisfaction also by way of optimism in three age groups (middle adoles-
cents, late adolescents, and emerging adults). We conceptualized religiosity in terms 
of religious commitment that is “the degree to which a person adheres to his or her 
religious values, beliefs, and practices and uses them in daily living” (Worthington 
et al., 2003, p. 85). Optimism was conceived as a mental attitude consisting of the 
tendency to expect good things in life (Carver & Scheier, 2014). Satisfaction with 
life was defined in terms of judgments individuals make about how much their life, 
as a whole, is good (Pavot & Diener, 1993). In particular, we tested the following 
hypotheses.

H1. Religiosity is positively associated with life satisfaction in all age groups.
H2. Religiosity is more positively associated with optimism in middle adolescents 

and emerging adults than in late adolescents.

Religious
commitment Optimism Life satisfaction

+ +

+

Fig. 1 The theoretical model
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H3. Optimism is positively associated with life satisfaction in all age groups.
H4. Optimism has a more relevant mediating role in the relationship between religi-

osity and life satisfaction in middle adolescents and emerging adults than in late 
adolescents.

Unique contribution of this study is that it is one of the first to test a clear theo-
retical model of the joint and relative role of religiosity and optimism in promoting 
Italian adolescents’ and emerging adults’ well-being, in terms of life-satisfaction. 
Moreover, it is the first study to examine these relationships in a cross-sectional 
developmental study in the Italian context.

 Method

 Sample and Procedures

Participants were 164 individuals in middle adolescence (146 girls), 131 individuals 
in late adolescence (109 girls), and 167 individuals in emerging adulthood (153 
girls) of Italian origin and living in Palermo, one of the largest cities in Southern 
Italy. The middle adolescence group included ninth through tenth graders attending 
Italian high schools. The participants’ age of this group ranged from 14 to 16 years 
(M = 14.78, SD = 0.84). In terms of religious affiliation, the majority of participants 
declared to be Christian (78%). Seventy-three percent of their mothers and 72% of 
their fathers had at least a high school education. The late adolescence group 
included 12th through 13th graders attending Italian high schools. The participants’ 
age of this group ranged from 17 to 19 years (M = 17.85, SD = 0.82). In terms of 
religious affiliation, the majority of participants declared to be Christian (72%). 
Fifty-eight percent of their mothers and 61% of their fathers had at least a high 
school education. The emerging adulthood group included undergraduate students 
attending social sciences classes at the University of Palermo. The participants’ age 
of this group ranged from 20 to 30 years (M = 22.10, SD = 1.88). In terms of reli-
gious affiliation, the majority of participants declared to be Christian (80%). Fifty- 
nine percent of their mothers and 56% of their fathers had at least a high school 
education.

The local psychology department’s ethics committee approved this study and all 
procedures were performed in accordance with the Italian Association of Psychology 
(2015) ethical principles for psychological research. After obtaining written consent 
from school principals and teachers, university dean and faculties, participants and 
their parents (in the case of adolescents), a survey assessing different aspects of 
religiousness and well-being was administered collectively during class sessions 
under the supervision of one research assistant and one postgraduate student. The 
survey took no longer than 40 min to complete.
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 Measures

Socio-demographics Respondents were asked to indicate their age, gender, reli-
gious affiliation, and their maternal and/or paternal level of school completed.

Religious Commitment Religious commitment was assessed using the ten-item 
Religious Commitment Inventory (RCI-10; Worthington et  al. 2003). The items 
(e.g., “My religious beliefs lie behind my whole approach to life”) capture commit-
ment in terms of adherence to one’s religious values, beliefs, and practices. Items 
were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (not all true of me) to 5 
(totally true of me) and were averaged to create an overall score with higher scores 
indicating higher levels of religious commitment. The scale was translated from 
English into Italian following the recommendations of the International Test 
Commission (2005). Cronbach’s alphas varied between .91 and .95 across age 
groups.

Optimism Optimism was assessed using the ten-item Italian version of the Life 
Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R; Giannini, Schuldberg, Di Fabio, & Gargaro, 
2008; Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994). The items (e.g., “In uncertain times, I usu-
ally expect the best”) capture positive expectations for future outcomes, except for 
the four filler items that were not scored. Items were rated on a five-point Likert- 
type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). After reversing 
the three negatively worded items, responses were averaged to create an overall 
score of optimism, with higher scores indicating higher levels of the construct. 
Cronbach’s alphas varied between .63 and .80 across the age groups.

Life Satisfaction Life satisfaction was assessed using the five-item Italian version 
of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Goldwurm, Baruffi, & Colombo, 2004; 
Pavot & Diener, 1993). The items (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”) capture the 
perception of one’s quality life. Items were rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale, 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and were averaged to create 
an overall score of satisfaction with life, with higher scores indicating higher levels 
of the construct. Cronbach’s alphas varied between .83 and .87 across age groups.

 Analytic Plan

A multiple group path analysis was performed using structural equation modeling 
with age group as grouping variable. All analyses controlled for age within each 
group and gender (with these two variable assumed as uncorrelated in the model). 
According to Faraci and Musso (2013), to evaluate model fit different indices were 
inspected (adopted cut-offs in parentheses): chi-square test with the associated 
p-value (p > .05), comparative fit index (CFI ≥.95), and root mean squared error of 
approximation (RMSEA ≤.06; RMSEA 90% CI ≤.10). Initially, an unconstrained 
model in which path coefficients were allowed to vary between the three age groups 
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was tested. Next, a constrained model where all path coefficients were set equal 
across age groups was tested and compared with the unconstrained model using the 
chi-square difference (Δχ2), the difference in CFI values (ΔCFI) and the difference 
in RMSEA values (ΔRMSEA). If Δχ2 had been smaller than the chi-square critical 
value at the difference in degrees of freedom of the two tested models, ΔCFI >−.010 
and ΔRMSEA <.015 (Chen, 2007), the more restrictive model would have been 
preferred; otherwise, the less restrictive model would have provided a better fit to the 
data. In the latter case, a partially constrained model would then have been tested.

 Results

Descriptive statistics for the key study variables are summarized in Table 1. The 
initial unconstrained model had a good fit, χ2(3)  =  1.66, p  =  .64; CFI  =  1.00; 
RMSEA = .00 [90% C.I. = .000–.10]. The constrained version of the model had a 
significantly worse fit compared to the unconstrained model, Δχ2(6)  =  16.15, 
p < .05, ΔCFI = −.040, ΔRMSEA = .080. Inspection of modification indices sug-
gested releasing the constraint between religious commitment and optimism for late 
adolescents. The partially constrained model had excellent fit, Δχ2(5)  =  6.33, 
p >  .05, ΔCFI =  .000, ΔRMSEA =  .000. Standardized coefficients for this final 
model are shown in Fig. 2.

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for study variables

Variable 1. 2. 3.

Middle adolescents (n = 164)
1. Religious commitment –
2. Optimism .33*** –
3. Satisfaction with life .35*** .61*** –
M 2.14 3.10 4.20
SD 0.74 0.71 1.47
Late adolescents (n = 131)
1. Religious commitment –
2. Optimism −.01 –
3. Satisfaction with life .22* .49*** –
M 2.10 3.18 4.36
SD 1.01 0.63 1.20
Emerging adults (n = 167)
1. Religious commitment –
2. Optimism .17* –
3. Satisfaction with life .26*** .50*** –
M 2.17 3.18 4.28
SD 1.06 0.68 1.25

*p < .05; ***p < .001
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Within the middle adolescence and emerging adult groups, direct links showed 
that religious commitment was significantly connected with increases in optimism 
and satisfaction with life as well as optimism was significantly related with increases 
in satisfaction with life. Also, there was evidence of mediating positive role of opti-
mism between religious commitment and satisfaction with life (respectively, β = .12, 
p <  .001 and β =  .13, p <  .001). Within the late adolescence group, direct links 
showed that religious commitment and optimism were significantly connected with 
increases in satisfaction with life, but no significant relation emerged between reli-
gious commitment and optimism. As a consequence, no evidence of mediating role 
of optimism in the relationship between religiosity and life satisfaction was found 
(β = −.03, p > .05).

Middle adolescent group

Late adolescent group

Emerging adult group

Religious
commitment Optimism Life satisfaction

.23*** .50***

.17***

Religious
commitment Optimism Life satisfaction

-.06 .51***

.21***

Religious
commitment Optimism Life satisfaction

.26*** .52***

.20***

Fig. 2 Multiple-group path model for the relationships between study variables, moderated by age 
group. Note: Maximum likelihood standardized coefficients are shown. Solid lines represent sig-
nificant pathways, dashed lines represent nonsignificant relationships. Controlling variables (age 
within each group and gender) are not presented for reasons of parsimony. ***p < .001
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 Discussion

The purpose of our chapter was to better elucidate the relative and combined contri-
bution of religiosity and optimism in promoting adolescents and emerging adults’ 
well-being. Framed within the PYD perspective, the conceptual model we tested 
assumed that religiosity is linked to positive evaluation of life also through its role 
in directing one’s view of life events in a hopeful way, i.e., optimism. Our study was 
the first to test such a model in Italy, a cultural context in which religiosity (i.e., 
Catholicism) is widespread and particularly salient for individuals’ life (Garelli, 
2013). In addition, another novelty of our contribution consisted in investigating 
how religiosity, optimism, and satisfaction with life relate to one another in different 
phases of the life cycle.

In general, results are in line with our predictions. Direct paths from religiosity 
and optimism to life satisfaction were found in all age groups examined (middle 
adolescents, late adolescents, and emerging adults). Religiosity was directly and 
positively associated to optimism as well as indirectly and positively related to life 
satisfaction among middle adolescents and emerging adults, but not among late 
adolescents. These findings demonstrated that both adolescents and emerging adults 
with an increased religious commitment tend to have higher levels of life satisfac-
tion, as suggested by previous works (Kim, Miles-Mason, Kim, & Esquivel, 2013; 
Abdel-Khalek, 2012). This kind of connection may also be mediated by the role of 
the optimistic views, but it seems to depend on the particular age characteristics 
during adolescence and emerging adulthood. In fact, a positive association between 
religious commitment and levels of optimism was found only among middle adoles-
cents and emerging adults, whereas no significant relationship was found among 
late adolescents.

From a developmental standpoint, the presence of age-related differences in the 
association between religiosity, optimism, and life satisfaction may be explained by 
considering the changes in the ways of experiencing religiosity that occur during 
adolescence and emerging adulthood. Middle adolescents are more influenced by 
the religious beliefs and values of their parents and other social agencies (King, 
Furrow, & Roth, 2002). Also, their conception of religiosity is quite idealized 
because they are still not able to find their own manner to interpret religious con-
tents due to their level of cognitive and identity development (Fowler & Dell, 2006). 
Thus, it might be that, in a context like Italy, where a collective dimension of reli-
gion is still salient (Garelli, 2007), youth who show high religious commitment rely 
on practices and communities of their faith to find purpose in life and support. Late 
adolescents, instead, develop a more critical thinking and stable sense of identity 
helping them to reflect on the culture they live in and on their religious beliefs (Chan 
et al., 2015; Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Thus, they become more able to differentiate 
diverse domains of their lives, such as religion, family, school/work, and personal 
relationships. As a consequence, religiosity is not necessarily considered as a 
dimension that guarantees security and positive expectations for the future; rather it 
might be questioned and doubted (Chan et al., 2015). For this reason, late adoles-
cents are likely to put their optimistic expectancies of the future in something 
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 different than religiosity, which may be identified in other personal and social 
resources (Ek, Remes, & Sovio, 2004). Finally, further cognitive and social advances 
make emerging adults more able to frame their lives through lens of a personal set 
of religious beliefs that they have matured independently of parents or of the influ-
ence of religious institutions (Arnett & Jensen, 2002). Therefore, during this period, 
religious commitment is experienced with higher awareness and its associations 
with optimism and positive expectations towards the future are positively reconsid-
ered. This is especially valid in a cultural context like Italy, where religiosity repre-
sents a resource in times of struggle that enhances hope that things can get on the 
right side (Garelli, 2013).

In brief, religiosity seems to be an important positive correlate of well-being in 
terms of life satisfaction. This link can be both direct and indirect through the medi-
ating role of optimism. However, the latter case depends on age specific develop-
mental characteristics that adolescence and emerging adulthood undergo. Still, 
these processes are primarily relevant in cultural contexts in which the religious 
dimension is clearly salient, helping individuals hold religious beliefs, either inher-
ited, or passively accepted or personally chosen.

Although our findings provide interesting insights into the associations between 
religiosity and well-being among Italian adolescents and emerging adults, they 
should be considered in light of some limitations. First, the data were cross- sectional 
and correlational, which hinders our ability to clearly establish the mediating pro-
cesses. Thus, longitudinally research is needed to determine temporal ordering and 
causality. Second, the measures were all self-report and, as a consequence, they 
might lead to social desirability bias. Future studies should adopt mixed methods to 
provide additional information about the views of adolescents and emerging adults 
on religiosity and well-being, as well as experimental designs in order to further 
validate our results. Third, our sample was mostly composed of girls within both 
adolescent and emerging adult groups. As a consequence, although we inserted gen-
der as a control variable in our model, it was not possible to reliably investigate 
gender differences in this study. However, as previously suggested, there exist dif-
ferences in the ways boys and girls approach religiosity (King & Roeser, 2009; 
Chan et al., 2015), even though such discrepancies might be considered as culture- 
specific, rather than generalizable (Loewenthal, MacLeod, & Cinnirella, 2002). 
Also, gender has been found to be a moderator on the association between religios-
ity and well-being (Maselko & Kubzansky, 2006). Consequently, there is the need 
to specifically take into account the role of gender in examining the influence of 
religiosity on well-being. In addition, it would be useful to investigate potential dif-
ferences emerging when adopting an approach that distinguishes between religious 
and non-religious people. In this sense, the main question would be whether those 
declaring to be non-believers would also show a significant relationship between 
optimism and life satisfaction and have a hopeful and optimistic attitude in life. 
Although prior works pointed out that optimism is linked to satisfaction with life 
independently of individuals’ religiosity (e.g., Mishra, 2013), next investigations 
should implement such facets to better elucidate the specific contribution of religi-
osity and optimism on youth’s and emerging adults’ good life conditions. Finally, 

Contribution of Religiosity and Optimism to Well-Being



30

our research mainly focused on an individual level of analysis while neglecting the 
impact of social resources, such as family or peers (Barry et al., 2010; King et al., 
2002; King, 2003), on the associations between religiosity and adolescents’ and 
emerging adults’ well-being. Further studies should also investigate these issues.

Despite these limitations, our study makes a novel contribution to the literature 
at least in two aspects. First, it highlights that religiosity may be positively associ-
ated with youth psychological well-being, although some works show that it can be 
related to mental health problems such as depression (Cotton, Larkin, Hoopes, 
Cromer, & Rosenthal, 2005) and negative emotions such as feelings of guilt and 
alienation (Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000). Second, it extends our understanding 
of how religion is related to the trajectories of psychological well-being among 
adolescents and emerging adults growing in contexts where religion is closely 
aligned with culture. In fact, while some other studies confirmed the mediation role 
of optimism in the relationship between religiosity, well-being and mental health 
among emerging adults (Salsman et  al., 2005) and adults (Hirsch, Nsamenang, 
Chang, & Kaslow, 2014), to our knowledge this is the first to address such a topic 
including adolescents along with emerging adults.

In summary, the questions and the topics so far addressed shed light on the mech-
anisms by which religiosity may help adolescents and emerging adults enhance 
their positive expectations about future outcomes and promote their life satisfaction. 
In addition, the current research highlights that there are age-related changes in 
these mechanisms. In line with the PYD framework, such findings may be useful to 
design age-specific intervention considering religiosity as a significant resource 
promoting young people’s successful growth. These interventions may result in an 
enhancement of optimistic and satisfactory life-styles in youth and in turn, in a 
potential strengthening of their contribution to self, family, and society as the PYD 
literature suggests (e.g., Lerner, Alberts, Anderson, & Dowling, 2006). In this sense, 
religiosity, optimism, and satisfaction with life are significant constructs that can 
positively contribute to the ecology of youth and emerging adults, in terms of both 
theoretical explanations and practical interventions.
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