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Abstract
The purpose of this research is to find out if people who call 
themselves spiritual compare themselves less to others and have 
a higher self-esteem. Comparing oneself to others often leads to 
suffering and unhappiness. Thus, this quantitative study aimed to 
investigate the relationship between explicit spirituality, social 
and temporal comparisons and self-esteem. Four questionnaires 
were completed by 331 participants, each evaluating the 
different variables. The results confirmed our hypothesis which 
suggested that individuals with high spiritual scores would have 
low social and temporal comparison scores on the one hand, and 
high self-esteem on the other. The theoretical implications and 
limitations of the study are discussed.
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In recent years, spirituality has aroused a growing interest in the field of psychology. 
Despite this interest and the resulting scientific advances, the concept of spirituality 
in everyday language is often associated with esoteric or sectarian phenomena, 
sometimes impeding its study. Furthermore, it is often perceived as being closely 
linked to religion, leading to the exclusion of individuals with no religious beliefs from 
this spiritual approach (Biccheri & al., 2016). However, the growing disillusionment 
with religious institutions, particularly in Europe, is leading to developments in 
spirituality outside of the religious sphere (Hill & al., 2000). Spirituality can thus 
be religious or non-religious, the neologism “a-religious” allows for the dissociation 
of religion from spirituality in a more general cultural perspective (Renard, 2018). 
Among Anglo-Saxons, the acronyms SBNR (Spiritual But Not Religious) or SBNA 
(Spiritual But Not Affiliated) are used to identify spirituality outside of a religious 
framework and/or formal institution. A major distinction with religion is the 
transversality of spirituality. Regarding the differences between the two, Koenig, 
McCullough and Larson (2001, p.18) suggested six specific distinctions. Spirituality 
is: - more individual, - more subjective, - less formal, - the emotional dimension is 
oriented towards the self, - there is no authority, - and no doctrine, whereas religion 
is: - more collective, - more objective (therefore measurable), - organized, - ritualized 
(social practices), - subject to authorities - and develops a doctrine that separates good 
from evil. For Roof (1999, p.35), spirituality can be defined around four themes: 1. 
a source of values and ultimate meaning (or purpose beyond oneself); 2. a means of 
understanding; 3. inner awareness; and 4. personal integration, both in the form of 
inner unity (with respect to oneself) and outer unity (the capacity to be connected to 
others). More recently, Carignan and Bellehumeur (2019, p.22) presented a concept 
of spirituality around five elements: “1. Self-transcendence refers to overcoming 
oneself, leaning towards something that is beyond oneself, which may (or may 
not) be the Transcendent or “sacred”; 2. Connectedness refers to the relationship 
with oneself, others or the Transcendent; 3. Meaning refers to the meaning given 
to events, elements and circumstances of life; 4. Purpose refers to the motivation 
or justification for one’s existence, what one lives for; 5. Contribution refers to the 
meaning of what one brings to life, to the community or to the environment” There 
are many definitions of spirituality, but researchers generally agree that the concept of 
spirituality is multidimensional, objectifiable and an intimate experience. 

Spirituality is often defined as an inner search of each individual for meaning 
and purpose in life. It is a distinct and considered universal dimension of human 
experience. In particular, it is associated with a certain form of appreciation of life. 
Spirituality is also an inner quest for truth and authenticity that aims at the fulfillment 
of the individual. This search for meaning aims to achieve coherence in one’s 
life (Wink & Dillon, 2002). This intimate quest for coherence and meaning leads 
people to be authentic with themselves. Often we behave according to what others 
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think. When the individual compares, it leads to jealousy, competition, aggression 
and leads the individual to forget his identity, his real desires, his aspirations and 
his dreams. Through this mechanism, the individual will act according to others, 
resulting in suffering and regret (Ware, 2011). The main question that arises in this 
article is the following: do people who say they are spiritual, compare themselves 
less to others? When individuals do not compare themselves much to others, do they 
have a higher self-esteem? Getting to know each other, rather than wanting to be 
what others want, could lead to high self-esteem. Indeed, spirituality commits the 
individual to focus on the relationship with the self, which can lead to increased self-
esteem and, as a corollary, increased happiness, which, according to Lyubomirsky, 
Tkach and DiMatteo (2005), are inextricably linked. These elements, therefore, lead 
us to question the links between spirituality, i.e., the relationship to oneself, and the 
mechanisms of daily life common to all individuals, namely social comparison. 

Social comparison
Festinger (1954), defined social comparison as examining similarities and 

differences between the self and others. Friedmann (2011) explains that individuals 
compare themselves to others regarding their opinions and abilities as well as their 
values. Thus, by comparing themselves positively to others, individuals seek to 
improve their own well-being and self-esteem. However, this very costly process 
can lead to anxiety and suffering (Crocker & Park, 2004 ; Verduyn & al., 2020). 
According to Hogg (2000), social comparison is a pervasive feature of group life. It 
occurs at the intergroup level, with individuals comparing their group to other groups 
as well as at the interindividual level, with individuals measuring themselves against 
members of other groups, as well as their own. Authors such as Friedmann (2011) 
have identified three main types of comparison. First, the comparison with a group 
or a person that one considers close to oneself, which is qualified as lateral (allowing 
one to evaluate one’s performance and to confirm one’s opinion). Then, the so-called 
top-down comparison, which consists in comparing oneself to someone weaker than 
oneself (in the aim of increasing one’s self-esteem). Finally, the so-called ascending 
social comparison, which intervenes when one compares oneself to someone 
considered superior by oneself (in the aim of self-improvement and progression, 
by identifying oneself with a targeted model). Individuals, in the process of social 
comparison, may be motivated by needs for self-evaluation (top-down comparison) 
and self-improvement (bottom-up comparison) (Vogel & al., 2014; Wood, 1996). 

Temporal Comparison
In a complementary theory, Albert (1977) studied temporal comparisons that deal 

with the temporal aspect of human experience, leading to the comparison of oneself 
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at different periods in a temporal perspective. This allows the individual to establish 
an identity that endures over time and thus to be able to evaluate, initiate and adjust 
to changes. Self-evaluation is a fundamental reflective analysis for human beings. 
Whether positive or negative, it allows individuals to situate themselves in relation to 
others and to themselves. Together, these two types of evaluation are true reference 
points for individuals and are directly linked to their well-being and more particularly 
to their self-esteem (de la Sablonnière & al., 2009 ; Vogel & al., 2019). 

Self-esteem
Defined as a personal judgment of dignity, self-esteem is expressed in the 

attitudes that individuals have toward themselves. Heatherton and Wyland (2003) 
described self-esteem as an emotional evaluative component that individuals feel 
when they assess their abilities and skills. In this sense, individuals with low self-
esteem generally have an aversion to the perception of what surrounds them and 
see the world in a more negative way. According to the authors, depression, shyness 
and loneliness are all linked to low self-esteem. Research has shown that social and 
temporal comparisons are a source of threat to one’s well-being (de la Sablonnière 
& Tougas, 2008). Conversely, high self-esteem, considered vital to psychological 
health, is thought to act as a “social vaccine” protecting individuals from social and 
societal problems (Heatherton & Wyland, 2003, p.226).

Social and temporal comparisons and self-esteem
Both psychological and social processes, namely temporal comparison and social 

comparison, can play an important role in maintaining self-esteem (Rickabaugh & 
Tomlinson-Keasey, 1997; Schmuck & al., 2019). However, when based on domains 
that require constant validation or comparison with others, self-esteem can be 
constantly threatened. To address this, Crocker and Park (2004, p.408) suggested 
moving to internal contingencies of self-esteem. For example, being a moral person 
or being compassionate can render self-esteem less vulnerable to the threats of 
everyday life and, while pursuing self-esteem goals, reduce the costs. There are also 
cross-cultural differences in the pursuit of self-esteem. According to Heine and al. 
(1999), the Japanese focus more on relationships than distinction from others. Unlike 
Western societies based on individualism, the Japanese support interdependence, 
which may furthermore relieve anxiety.

Hypotheses and problematic
This study focuses on so-called explicit spirituality to include religious and non-

religious individuals. On the other hand, different forms of comparison have been 
identified such as social comparison (Festinger, 1954) and temporal comparison (Albert, 
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1977). Self-esteem is also a key concept in this research. It is considered as an attitude 
towards oneself related to personal beliefs about skills, abilities, social relationships 
and future outcomes. So far no study on spirituality, dissociated from religion, has 
been carried out with the aim of highlighting an influence on the process of social 
and temporal comparison as well as on self-esteem. We may wonder if people with 
spirituality are led to compare themselves less socially and temporally and conversely 
for people without spirituality (who compare themselves more), maintaining a high 
self-esteem. Thus, spirituality would act as an internal contingency that would allow the 
individual to have a high self-esteem and avoid the costs that a comparison can cause

We put forward the hypothesis (H1) that individuals with a high score on the 
spirituality scale would obtain a low score on the social comparison scale. Indeed, 
spirituality leads the individual to focus on the relationship with the self, minimizing 
comparison to others and oftentimes, providing a protection from social judgment 
and comparison (Lyubomirsky, 2007). 

We also put forward the hypothesis (H2) that individuals with a high score on 
the spirituality scale would obtain a low score on the temporal comparison scale. 
Indeed, despite the presence of a temporal dimension within spirituality, such as the 
practice of recalling fond memories for example, here, we measured a different aspect 
which corresponds not to a spiritual practice but to a need for self-evaluation which 
can threaten the well-being of individuals, the elderly in particular (Rickabeugh & 
Tomlison-Keasey, 1997). 

Our third hypothesis (H3) concerned participants who score highly on the spirituality 
scale and who we believe would also score highly on the self-esteem scale. Previous 
studies have shown, for example, that spiritual and religious people with HIV have 
higher self-esteem than people who do not have such beliefs (Cotton & al., 2006). 

Furthermore, we hypothesized (H4) that subjects who score highly on the social 
comparison scale would obtain a low score on the self-esteem scale. Bearing in mind 
the work on social comparisons, here, we expected to find low self-esteem scores 
which, in turn, can be considered a motivation for individuals to engage in the quest 
for self-esteem, and this, by comparing themselves to others, more often than not, 
weaker than themselves (Blanton & al., 2000). 

In addition, we hypothesized (H5) that individuals who score highly on the 
temporal comparison scale would obtain a low score on the self-esteem scale. We 
expected to find the same result here, as for the previous hypothesis (H4). Indeed, 
self-evaluation through temporal comparison is negatively related to both well-being 
and self-esteem (de la Sablonnière & al., 2009). 
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Our sixth and last hypothesis (H6) predicted that individuals with a high score in 
social comparison would also obtain a high score in temporal comparison. Closely 
tied to the two previous hypotheses, we predicted that individuals who tend to 
compare themselves socially to their peers would also tend to compare themselves to 
themselves over time.

From the previous hypotheses, we construct a theoretical model (Figure 1) in which 
social and temporal comparison are mediators in the association between spirituality 
and self-esteem. Specifically, taking into account the previous assumptions, the 
indirect relationships between spirituality and self-esteem through social and temporal 
comparison are positive since we assume that spirituality reduces social and temporal 
comparison which in turn increase self-esteem. 

Figure 1. 
Hypothesized model of relationships between the main variables of the study: 

with social and temporal comparison as mediators through which the association 
between spirituality and self-esteem is positive. 

Method

Study Group
A total of 425 individuals participated in the study, however, only 331 subjects 

were retained. We were unable to analyze 94 questionnaires as some participants 
provided two answers for a single question, preventing statistical processing of the 
data. An additional participant did not indicate their age. The sample consisted of 
8.8% men (n = 29) and 91.2% women (n = 302). The average age of individuals 
overall was 40.3 years (SD = 12.1), 39.9 years (SD = 11.5) for women, and 44.7 years 
(SD = 16.7) for men. 
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It is important for the study to describe whether the participants are religious or 
non-religious because the explicit spirituality questionnaire asks people only about 
their spirituality. Spirituality can therefore be religious or non-religious. To find 
out, you have to ask people about their beliefs. Regarding religious beliefs, 54.7% 
of subjects (n = 181) had no beliefs versus 45.3% of subjects (n = 150) who did. 
Moreover, 18 men and 163 women declared having no religious belief compared to 
11 men and 139 women who did. Finally, the average age of the non-believers was 
38.7 years (SD = 11.6) compared to an average age of 42.2 years (SD = 12.4) for the 
believers. The subjects of the study were contacted through social networks. Data 
collection was carried out via the internet. 

All procedures were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the 
Ethics Committee for Non-Interventional Research (CERNI) of the University of 
Nantes (ethics committee approval no. 30052022-1) and with the 1964 Declaration 
of Helsinki and its subsequent amendments. Informed consent was obtained from all 
individual participants included in the study.

Instruments 
We conducted our research using four quantitative questionnaires that subjects 

were asked to complete. We harmonized the measures in the four questionnaires 
(spirituality, spatial comparison, temporal comparison and self-esteem) using a 
Likert scale for each item, ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree”. 

In this study we administered the unidimensional a-religious explicit spirituality 
scale constructed and validated by Roussiau, Bailly and Renard (2018) in 16 items. 
Explicit spirituality is when, in a questionnaire, there is only the term spirituality (no 
terms related to religion). This scale refers to the well-being and strength provided 
by spirituality, on questions of the meaning of one’s life, transcendence, relationships 
with others and the sacred. Example items: “My spirituality brings me well-being”, 
“My spiritual belief gives meaning to my life” or “My spirituality guides my life’s 
priorities”. This scale has a satisfactory internal consistency and good psychometric 
qualities (α=.92 for our sample and α=.97 in the validation study). It is equally well 
adapted for men and women as well as for believers and non-believers. For each 
item, subjects must position themselves on a Likert scale ranging from 1 “strongly 
disagree” to 5 “strongly agree”. 

For the social and temporal comparison, we used the eight items created by de la 
Sablonnière, Hénault and Huberdeau (2009), the last item was modified to better fit 
our own study, namely (8) “when I evaluate my daily difficulties, I compare mine to 
the daily difficulties faced by others.” For each item, participants were initially asked 
to rate themselves on an 11-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 “totally disagree” to 10 
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“totally agree”. Example of items for social comparison: “I tend to measure my quality 
of life with the quality of life of others” or “I am not the kind of person who compares 
himself to others” and for temporal comparison: “I tend to measure my present quality 
of life with my past quality of life” or “I never consider my present situation with my 
past life situation”. The internal consistency of the questionnaire in our sample was 
satisfactory for the two dimensions of comparison (respectively α=.72 for the social 
and α=.77 for the temporal, against α=.90 and α=.86 in the validation study). 

Self-esteem was measured using Rosenberg’s (1965) self-esteem inventory, 
translated into French by Vallières and Vallerand (1990). This scale contains a total 
of 10 statements, 5 of which are positively oriented and 5 of which are negatively 
oriented. Example items: “I think I have a number of good qualities” or “I have a 
positive attitude towards myself”. The authors’ results showed that the psychometric 
qualities of this scale are acceptable and compare favorably with the English version. 
The level of internal consistency is satisfactory and the correlation for the test-retest 
appears to be very adequate while being equivalent to that of the English version. 
This scale was initially presented as a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 “strongly 
disagree” to 7 “strongly agree”. The internal consistency of this questionnaire on a 
Likert scale of 1 to 5 for our sample remains acceptable (α=.83 for our sample and 
α=.83 in the validation study). 

Participants were also asked about their gender, age, and whether or not they had 
a religious belief. The study was conducted in accordance with the code of ethics for 
psychologists: the data collected was anonymous and each candidate was informed of 
the purpose of the study in which he or she participated. At the end of the questionnaire, 
participants were asked if they had any questions, comments or suggestions regarding 
the questionnaires or the study in which they had just participated. This helped to 
highlight any limitations in the understanding of the questionnaires and to deepen our 
understanding of the quantitative results. Statistical processing was carried out using 
Jamovi software. 

Results

Descriptive analysis of variables
Table 1.
Descriptive analysis of variables of interest (N=331)

Skewness
 Mean SD Minimum Maximum Skewness SE
Spirituality 4.42 0.538 1.63 5.00 -1.393 0.134
Social comparison 2.40 0.702 1.00 4.75 0.150 0.134
Temporal comparison 3.22 0.750 1.00 5.00 -0.251 0.134
Self-esteem 3.95 0.642 2.10 5.00 -0.348 0.134
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Results of the descriptive analysis of variables are included in Table 1. The mean 
score for spirituality was 4.42, with a minimum of 1.53 and a maximum of 5 (SD 
= 0.538). The distribution of the subjects’ spirituality scores was highly skewed 
(skewness=-1.39) indicating that most participants obtained a high spirituality score. 
Regarding the social comparison score, the mean was 2.40, with a minimum of 1 and 
a maximum of 4.75 (SD = 0.702). The distribution of these scores was symmetrical 
(skewness=0.150) and can be considered close to a normal distribution. The mean 
temporal comparison score was of 3.22 with a minimum score of 1, a maximum score 
of 5 and a median of 3.13 (SD = 0.750). The mean was slightly higher for the temporal 
comparison score than for the social comparison score, the distribution appears 
normal. Overall, these results suggest that individuals have a social comparison score 
that is in the average range (close to 2.5) and a temporal comparison score that is 
slightly above average. From these descriptive analyses, we can assume that subjects 
tend to compare themselves more to themselves over time, than they do to others. 
Finally, the mean score for self-esteem was 3.95, with a minimum score of 2.10, a 
maximum of 5 and a median of 4 (SD = 0.642). Despite a rather high mean for this 
score, the results show a normal distribution. The study sample obtained a relatively 
high score on the self-esteem scale.

Correlational analyses of the scores obtained for spirituality, social and temporal 
comparison and self-esteem
Table 2.
Bravais Pearson correlation matrix         

1 2 3 4       5
1 Spirituality score —     
2 Social comparison score -0.235 *** —    
3 Temporal comparison score -0.160 ** 0.319 *** —   
4 Self-esteem score 0.206 *** -0.523 *** -0.169 ** —  
5 Age 0.180 ** -0.148 ** -0.247 *** 0.138 * —
Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Given the sample size, the correlational analysis between the different variables of 
interest was performed using Bravais-Pearson tests. The results (Table 2) showed a 
significant negative correlation between the spirituality scores and the social comparison 
scores, r = -0.235***, thus indicating that an increase in the spirituality score is associated 
with a decrease in the social comparison score. Similarly, the results also highlighted 
that the more spiritual an individual is, the less likely they are to engage in temporal 
comparison (comparing themselves with themselves at different points in time), r = 
-.160**. Furthermore, matrix analysis suggested that an increased spirituality score was 
associated with an increased self-esteem score (r=.206***). Finally, both increased social 
comparison scores and increased temporal comparison scores were associated with a 
decreased self-esteem score (r=-0.523*** and r=-.169** respectively). 
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In addition, we noted significant correlations, not considered in our initial 
hypotheses, between age and all four of our independent variables: positive correlations 
with the spirituality and self-esteem scores (r=.180** and r=0.138* respectively) and 
negative correlations with the social and temporal comparison scores (r=-.148** and 
r=-0.247*** respectively). 

Mediation analysis
The mediation model was fitted using a parallel mediator’s model in a structural 

equation (see Hayes, 2018 for details on this model). Estimates of the indirect effects 
of social and temporal comparison on self-esteem were generated using bootstrapping, 
with 5,000 bootstrap replications (Hayes, 2018). The bootstrap confidence intervals 
for the indirect effects were constructed using the Bias-corrected method. According 
to this method, if the Bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval does not contain 0, 
then a significant indirect effect is found. 

The analyses were performed in R (R core Team, 2016) using the lavaan package 
(Rosseel,  2012). Figure 2 provides the results for the fitted mediation model with self-
esteem as an outcome. In this model, religious beliefs of the participants was controlled. 
There is a positive and significant direct association between spirituality and self-esteem  
(D=0.097*). There is a positive and significant indirect relation between spirituality 
and self-esteem through social comparison (I=0.147, CI=[0.079,0.215]) but there is 
not an indirect relation through temporal comparison (I=-0.001, CI=[-0.129,0.897]). 
A high level of spirituality reduces social comparison and thus improves self-esteem. 
However, this is not the case with the temporal comparison.

Figure 2. 
The theoretical model adopted for self-esteem. The estimated path weights (ie 

regression coefficients) between variables are standardized. p < .10. * p < .05. ** p 
< .01. *** p < .001.
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Links with religious beliefs
Student’s t tests were performed to compare the mean scores of individuals with 

and without a religious belief. The homogeneity of variances was not rejected for any 
of the variables considered, so Welch’s corrections were unnecessary.  

Table 3.
Comparison of different scores between individuals who reported having a religious belief (N=150) and those 
who did not (N=181)

Beliefs
NO YES

Mean SD Mean SD d p
Spirituality score 4,37 0,588 4,49 0,466 0,219 0,048
Social comparison score 2,33 0,732 2,48 0,661 0,206 0,063
Temporal comparison score 3,21 0,732 3,22 0,775 0,02 0,857
Self-esteem score 4,02 0,63 3,87 0,645 0,234 0,035
Age 38,88 11,531 42,15 12,448 0,274 0,014

The results obtained (Table 3) show that, on average, individuals with religious 
beliefs obtained a higher spirituality score (d=0.219*) but a lower self-esteem score 
(d=0.234*). For the social and temporal comparison scores there was no significant 
difference between believers and non-believers. Results showed an age difference 
between believers and non-believers (d=0.014), believers being of a more advanced 
age on average than those with no religious beliefs. 

In a second step, the correlational analysis between the variables of interest was 
reproduced in the two sub-samples of believers and non-believers. From a statistical 
point of view, this amounts to investigating whether or not the links between the 
variables of interest are moderated by being a believer or not. To test the hypothesis 
of equality of correlation coefficients between believers and non-believers, we used 
the procedure described in Chen and Popovich (2002, p.20). The results are presented 
in Table 4 and demonstrate that none of the correlations between the variables of 

Table 4.
Bravais-Pearson correlation coefficients of the variables of interest for believers and non-believers

1  2  3  
Spirituality score YES —

NO —
z —

Social comparison score YES -0,213 ** —
NO -0,272 *** —

z 0,563 —
Temporal comparison score YES -0,092 0,336 *** —

NO -0,213 ** 0,309 *** —
z 1,113 0,27 —

Self-esteem score YES 0,141 -0,446 *** -0,163 * —
NO 0,279 *** -0,574 *** -0,174 * —

 z 1,298  1,559  0,102   —



94

Ollivaud, Galharret, Roussiau / Explicit spirituality, self-esteem and the mechanisms...

interest depended significantly on whether or not the subject was a believers. Thus, 
no significant differences that might be associated with being a believer or not were 
observed between the relationships linking the variables of interest. 

Discussion
In this study, using a quantitative methodological approach, we demonstrated 

that high levels of explicit spirituality were associated with low social and temporal 
comparison scores and high levels of self-esteem. Moreover, we have highlighted 
by a mediation model that spirituality has a beneficial effect on self-esteem through 
reduced social comparison. More precisely, we have shown that high spirituality leads 
to less social comparison, which implies higher self-esteem. However, the direct effect 
of spirituality on self-esteem is significant, which means that a significant part of the 
association between spirituality and self-esteem is explained by others non measured 
variables in our study. Considered together, these findings are consistent with previous 
research (Lyubomirsky & al., 2005; Crocker & Park, 2004). We present the specific 
implications of our study. As previously stated, we observed that high levels of 
explicit spirituality were related to low social comparison and high self-esteem (H1 
and H3 validated). Spirituality may therefore be considered a moderating variable 
which, on the one hand, decreases the comparison mechanism, whose deleterious 
effects have been recognized in various studies, and on the other hand, increases self-
esteem. Indeed, Young, Shcherbakova and Cashwell (2000) have previously shown 
that spirituality acts as a moderator between negative life events and both depression 
and anxiety, weakening their impact. It can therefore be assumed that a high level 
of spirituality is linked to better emotional health (Regnerus, 2003). Spirituality can 
be a source of strength for many of the challenges that most individuals face (e.g., 
health complications and psychosocial problems), regardless of age or life situation 
(Thoreson, 1998, cited in Hayman & al., 2007). This suggests that spirituality leads 
to a certain subjective well-being that is described as being spiritual.

Moreover, in spirituality the relationship to time is particular. We speak of 
temporalities in the plural because the experiences of one’s relationship to time 
can be different according to one’s spiritual approach. For example, in mindfulness 
activities, the individual may have the sensation of forgetting time. In this study, 
we evaluated one dimension of this temporality, namely comparison with oneself, 
which is integrated into the concept of a sequential process (de la Sablonnière & 
al., 2009) where social comparison would precede temporal comparison. Indeed, we 
observed that individuals who tend to compare themselves socially to their peers 
also tend to compare themselves to themselves over time (H6 validated). Moreover, 
some authors have emphasized the anxiety-provoking nature of these temporal 
comparisons (Rickabaugh & Tomlinson-Keasey, 1997), so it is not surprising that a 
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negative correlation between this variable and spirituality was observed. The majority 
of studies in this field have developed the idea that spirituality minimizes the feeling 
of negative effects.

We further noted that spirituality is negatively correlated with temporal comparison, 
independently of religious belief. This is interesting to observe because religious 
dogma inscribes the life of men and women in time. Indeed, for Christians, for 
example, life is punctuated by baptism, communion or marriage, giving a temporality 
to religious life. The management of this temporality is left to the organization of 
institutional systems. In contrast, among non-believers, there are no such institutions 
that inscribe men and women in this temporal dimension (H2 validated).

Our results regarding self-esteem, defined as the perception and evaluation of 
oneself in personal and social contexts (Kamya, 2000), have also been demonstrated 
in previous literature. Indeed, sociometer theory suggests that a person’s self-esteem 
is primarily derived from the feedback they receive from others (Leary & al., 1995). 
This is consistent with our results which show that the self-esteem score is negatively 
correlated with both social and temporal comparisons (H4 and H5 validated). This, 
for example, was observed in a study by Vogel and al. (2014), which highlighted 
the detrimental effects of social comparison on well-being in the context of social 
networks. In addition, in our sample, it was observed that the older an individual 
is, the more spiritual they are. This can be explained by the fact that older people 
are more available, capable, and motivated to invest in their personal spirituality 
(Mystakidou & al., 2008). This obviously contributes to better self-esteem since 
comparisons may highlight the deterioration of their physical and cognitive abilities, 
inevitably linked to aging (Rickabaugh & Tomlinson-Keasey, 1997). The positive 
correlation between religious belief and age can also be explained by the growing 
disillusionment around religious institutions and the importance of the secularization 
process in modern Western culture (Renard, 2018). Our results are also consistent 
with Suls and Mullen’s (1984) model that envisions social comparisons following 
the lifespan model. According to this concept, in childhood social comparisons 
become the predominant mode of evaluation. Later, in old age, due to changes in the 
environment and a decrease in social interactions, the mode of comparison becomes 
more temporal. Although our results do not show this correlation between age and 
temporal comparison, we did observe decreased social comparison scores in older 
individuals. It is possible that the correlation does not appear in our results due to the 
average age within our sample (40.3 years old). In fact, according to the literature, 
the temporal comparison appears only at an advanced age, often after retirement (60 
years old), when the individual’s social interactions are reduced (de la Sablonnière & 
al., 2009). This is not the case in our sample. Our results also showed a link between 
religious belief and social comparison. This can be explained and integrated into 
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Allport and Ross’ (1967) concept of intrinsic and extrinsic religion. According to 
these authors, extrinsic people use religion as a means to gain status, security and 
opportunities for socializing. They tend to be strongly affiliated with their religious 
traditions, beliefs, and practices. In contrast, intrinsic people internalize their beliefs 
and have a higher level of commitment, viewing religion as an end in itself and 
living it selflessly. This distinction is echoed by Kelly (1995) who sees spirituality 
as a personal affirmation of a transcendent connection in the universe and religion 
as a believing, institutional and ritual expression of spirituality. Thus, as shown 
by Zinnbauer et al (1997), people can experience and develop spirituality without 
necessarily being religious, and the reverse is also possible. According to these 
elements, spirituality is more likely to be found in intrinsic personalities. Our results 
further show that religious belief is positively correlated with self-esteem. This 
may support the idea that adherence to a religion can be used as a means of defense 
and external psychological support (Genia, 1991). In other words, the set of beliefs 
provides responses and religious practices provide a support structure. Religious 
belief does not increase self-esteem when the support structures are external rather 
than internalized, that is, when people base their religion on external motivations 
(status or privilege) rather than internal ones (spirituality).

It is also important to keep in mind that some forms of spirituality are linked to 
ill-being. Researchers from various disciplines have long speculated about the effects 
of religion and spirituality on human health and well-being. But in King et al (2013) 
study, spiritual people were found to be more likely to use or be addicted to drugs and to 
have abnormal eating attitudes, anxiety disorders, and/or phobic disorders than people 
who were neither religious nor spiritual. The authors concluded that people who have 
a spiritual understanding of life, in the absence of a religious framework, are more 
vulnerable to mental disorders. However, as King, Speck and Thomas (1994) pointed 
out, not only is it difficult to measure the strength of belief given its philosophical 
nature, but definitions of spirituality may differ from one study to another, implying that 
results are difficult to compare and yet are identified under the same label: spirituality. 
Spirituality has mainly been studied in psychology as a dimension involved in a process 
to overcome adversity, triggered by negative experiences. It is generally studied as an 
effective coping strategy in response to distress (Pargament, 1997). Spirituality must be 
understood not only as a coping strategy but also as an upward pathway to and from 
self-transcendent positive emotions. 

More concretely, in a professional context, Tusaie and Dyer (2004) recognized the 
importance of a belief system in providing meaning to one’s existence, a coherent 
life story and an appreciation of one’s uniqueness leading to high levels of resilience 
at work. Thus, according to these authors, it is important to participate in a range 
of healthy activities outside of work. These activities should include those that are 
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physically, emotionally and spiritually nourishing. Research has shown that spiritual 
practices, such as meditation, induce positive emotions that can be conducive to 
spirituality. They promote pro-social behavior and a desire to become a better person. 
These emotions can be studied in secular contexts and in all individuals, regardless of 
their religiosity (Van Cappellen & al., 2013). In other words, religion and spirituality 
are considered excellent coping strategies for dealing with stress and adversity, 
and conversely, individuals can also develop spirituality after experiencing certain 
positive emotions. 

How can we explain the overrepresentation of women in this research? The first 
exploratory analyses based on our socio-demographic data reveal a majority of 
women, believers and non-believers. These results are conceptually in line with other 
works, particularly sociological ones (Bronner, 2003). We adopt a certain number 
of beliefs (found in mystical-esoteric spirituality) when we have little control over 
our environment, which can give us the illusion of better control. These beliefs then 
represent a means of exercising greater control over one’s life on a daily basis. That 
being said, we have assessed spirituality, but we do not know if this spirituality is 
specifically mystical-esoteric. Further studies could seek to identify, according to 
gender and social positioning, the links with particular forms of spirituality.

At the methodological level, the manner in which our data was collected has both 
advantages and limitations and conditions the criticism of our study. On the one hand, the 
framework of our survey had to be adapted to the health conditions related to COVID-19, 
limiting us to the use of a questionnaire shared on the Internet in order to avoid any physical 
contact. Participants’ answers were therefore based solely on self-reported measures. As 
such, subjects may have underestimated or overestimated their levels of spirituality, social 
comparison, temporal comparison, and self-esteem, and this may have limited the reliability 
of the results. On the other hand, the various questionnaires attempted to objectively 
measure determined norms of each construct without exploring the richly subjective 
and complex meanings of these variables. Studies that examine these concepts from a 
qualitative perspective are needed to make these results more relevant. The study sample 
was composed of a majority of spiritual people, which resulted in a high spirituality score 
within the sample. This can be explained by the fact that the people recruited to answer 
the different questionnaires belonged to groups of people who were already aware of and 
committed to this concept. Furthermore, completing a questionnaire relating to spirituality, 
while belonging to a spirituality group, could have produced social desirability biases. 
Our sample was also predominantly female (91.2%), yet in the literature it has already 
been shown that gender differences exist in spiritual beliefs and that they impact behavior 
(Hayman & al., 2007). Future research on spirituality and social and temporal comparison 
should consider a more mixed and therefore more representative sample in order to achieve 
further analyses between women and men. We used the unidimensional scale constructed 
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and validated by Roussiau, Bailly and Renard (2018) measuring so-called explicit 
a-religious spirituality. We believe that the combination of two spirituality questionnaires 
could be relevant and complementary. For example, Genia (1991) proposed a Spiritual 
Experience Index (SEI) theoretically based on developmental and not multidimensional 
conceptualization. This allows for the assessment of the degree of spiritual maturity for 
people of various religious and spiritual backgrounds with the objective of specifying the 
spirituality score of participants. Finally, longitudinal research and cross-sectional studies 
may lead to a better understanding of developmental changes in spiritual functioning. 
Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the literature and to our understanding of 
the role spirituality plays in the social and temporal comparison processes. It appears that 
individuals’ spirituality influences multiple aspects of their lives, with their spiritual identity 
being integral to who they are. As such, this research provides support for authors who argue 
that a spiritual approach to life promotes well-being (Payne & al., 1991). 

To conclude, we know that, in institutions and among many professionals, 
approaching spirituality poses a problem in relation to questions related to secularism, 
potential and real religious proselytizing, sectarian embrigadement phenomena 
... which leads to many resistances. Helping professionals, psychotherapists, 
psychologists, professionals in the health and education sectors can work with scales 
of explicit spirituality or open questions in the same perspective. Spirituality in all 
its forms (religious and non-religious) is thus open to all professionals who wish 
to get involved in this theme without having to position themselves. We can note 
that we also find important advantages when we work from another methodology 
: implicit spirituality. That is to say, one exchanges only from the dimensions that 
constitute spirituality (meaning of one’s life, transcendence, feeling of connection ... 
) without naming it (Ameline & al., 2019). This is the subject of future research that 
will allow for the development of relevant tools to address spirituality in the context 
of a helping relationship for people in whom spirituality is a resource to cope with 
life. For example, helping people deal with the issue of social comparison. To make 
people understand that an excessive comparison with others is a source of suffering 
and that a work on oneself, on one’s own life objectives is a possibility to be more 
fulfilled and to have a better self-esteem
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