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ABSTRACT 

  Religious demographics are becoming increasingly diverse in the United States, 

including non-religious orientations. This increasing religious pluralism, along with the 

trend towards constant connectivity with social networks, creates a need to understand 

how religious differences can affect interpersonal communication. This is particularly 

important for more sensitive topics like providing social support after a death. The 

current study was designed to measure participants’ evaluations of social support 

messages that vary on both religious content and communicative medium, as well as 

collect religious demographics and several religious measures. The study sample 

contained 221 participants recruited from Amazon Mturk. Participants were asked to 

recall the death of a person important to them, and then evaluate one of four support 

messages. Results indicated that certain religious demographics and non-religious 

participants preferred support messages with content congruent to their own belief 

systems, although religious individuals rated all support messages more positively 

regardless of message content.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

A recent poll of religious orientation in the United States suggests that 70.6% of 

the population identify as Christian, with 46.5% identifying as some form of Protestant, 

and 20.8% identifying as Catholic. Meanwhile, 22.8% of the United States population are 

unaffiliated with any religion, or identify as Atheist or Agnostic, and that number is 

steadily rising (Pew Research Center, 2015). These changes seem especially significant 

given that the percentage of the American population identifying as Christians seems to 

be trending downwards, while other religions and the non-religious populations seem to 

be growing. It is possible that the increasing differences in religious beliefs may be 

influencing the ways in which people relate to one another and navigate their 

relationships. Do these religious differences affect more serious aspects within our 

relationships, including providing emotional social support for one another after 

experiencing a tragedy? 

 Emotional social support is defined as specific communicative behavior enacted 

by an individual for another with the intent of helping the other person deal with 

distressing situations or emotions (Burleson, 2003). There is evidence to suggest that the 

trend towards interacting with our social networks taking place online via social media 

websites has considerably increased the amount of social support we receive, along with 

expanding the group of providers of that support (Kim, 2014). Religious differences may 

affect the ways individuals provide and perceive social support from others (Samter, 
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Morse, & Whaley, 2013; Wilkum & MacGeorge, 2010). Arguably, due to the nature of 

most major religions and their conceptualizations of death, the support behaviors we 

adopt and the comforting messages we hope to hear when a tragedy occurs, be it a death 

of a loved one or a personal health issue, may be shaped by our own religious beliefs. 

While there is some previous research investigating religiosity and social support, they 

are often examined at the same time as other important support message variables, such 

as person centeredness. Person centeredness refers to the ways in which social support 

messages are adapted to the context of a specific relationship (High & Dillard, 2012). 

Many studies also do not provide a specific event to contextualize receiving the social 

support.  

 Social support messages may be perceived differently between individuals with 

different belief systems. Since the population of the United States is predominantly 

Christian, the outpouring of support after a tragic event both in mediated channels and 

personal social networks may be based in traditionally religious terms like “prayers” and 

“faith.” Most support messages might not be crafted with differing belief sets in mind, let 

alone for those with belief sets which are outside of perceived religious norms, like 

Atheists, who are often named among the most disliked and distrusted groups (LaBouff 

& Ledoux, 2016; Wright & Nicholsa, 2014). Gathering data on religiosity can be 

problematic itself, as religiosity has been operationalized in many different ways, 

sometimes as a single question or measure (Croucher, Holody, Anarbaeva, Braziunaite, 

Garcia-Michael, Yoon, Spencer, 2012), and other times as a complex, multifaceted 

construct (Punyanunt-Carter, Corrigan, Wrench & McCroskey, 2010). Drawing any 

conclusions from research that examines religiosity is difficult with unclear or opposing 
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operationalizations of religiosity. There is a need to understand how people communicate 

about death and support one another in an increasingly pluralistic and connected society. 

The goal of the current study is to explore the effects of religious identity, type of 

religiosity, and communicative medium on the evaluation of social support messages 

from weak tie relationships that vary on the inclusion of religious content in response to 

experiencing a death.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social Media and Social Support within Weak Tie Relationships 

The pervasive use of social media has made it easier to connect with larger social 

networks comprised of both close friends and acquaintances. Since the rise of the internet 

and constant connectivity in daily life, there has been a plethora of research into 

computer mediated communication (CMC) and social support (Burke & Kraut, 2016; 

Kim, 2014; Lu & Hampton, 2017; Rains, Brunner, Akers, Pavlich, & Tsetsi, 2016). One 

such study found that participants who receive a support message after describing a 

personal stressor evaluated their support as more effective when they received them 

through CMC, instead of to face to face interactions. These results were due to 

participants being able to focus more intently on the support message itself, and evaluate 

the content within the message, as opposed to monitoring their own and their supporter’s 

social cues and nonverbal behaviors (Rains et al, 2016). If social support is potentially 

more effective in some instances via CMC, and the accessibility of support online is 

continually growing, the implications of research involving social support and CMC are 

exceedingly important. Researchers will need to understand the processes and outcomes 
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of social support networks existing in a computer mediated world, and how they compare 

to face to face social support.  

One way that social media is changing the ways and frequency in which 

individuals receive social support is through the use of Facebook. Kim (2014) 

investigated the overall usage of Facebook and the quantity of social support messages 

that people receive, and found that the more time individuals spends on Facebook, the 

more social support they receive. This relationship between Facebook use and received 

support was a stronger relationship than that of received support and number of strong 

social ties (Kim, 2014). This suggested that social media websites like Facebook may 

allow individuals to reach outside of their typical social networks and receive social 

support from a wider group of people, including weak tie relationships. Weak tie 

relationships are those relationships where the parties are socially and emotionally 

distant, as compared to stronger relationships within an immediate social network 

(Wright & Rains, 2013). This is further supported by the idea that a large social media 

network may cause individuals to become “pervasively aware” of their available support, 

leading to more instances of requesting and receiving social support (Lu, & Hampton, 

2017). Alternatively, another study found that only receiving highly targeted, highly 

person centered support messages from strong tie relationships on Facebook led to 

improvements in reported well-being, but time spent viewing their social media feed and 

the receiving of passive attention from others had no positive effects (Burke & Kraut, 

2016), and that social support received through CMC was less effective than face to face 

support (Lewandowski, Rosenberg, Parks, & Siegel, 2011). Clearly, the quality of 

support messages may be more important than the quantity of support messages. 
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Considering the occasionally contradictory results, there is a need for clarification where 

social support and social media are concerned.  

The findings from Burke and Kraut (2016) illustrated the need to include person 

centeredness while researching social support messages. Person centeredness refers to the 

degree to which support messages are adapted to the emotional and relational aspects of a 

communicative context. Support messages vary, and can be categorized into three major 

levels, each with three sublevels. Low person-centered messages are characterized by 

ignoring or condemning the receiver’s feelings, moderately person centered by reframing 

or acknowledgement of feelings, and highly person centered by explicitly acknowledging 

and elaborating on the receiver’s feelings. A meta-analysis of a large body of person 

centeredness research indicated that the most highly person-centered support messages 

are generally perceived by receivers as the most effective and helpful. This positive 

evaluation was a linear increase across all nine sublevels of person centeredness, from 

lowest to highest (High & Dillard, 2012).  

Research following the results from the meta-analysis examined gender 

differences and the communication channel, specifically utilizing CMC, and their effects 

on the perception of support messages varying in person centeredness. Participants of 

both genders indicated that highly person-centered support messages from men are more 

sensitive via CMC than face to face, and women receiving low person-centered support 

from other women found it to be less sensitive online than in a face to face interaction. 

While these results showed that CMC may complicate the role of person centeredness in 

social support, it also indicated that computer mediated support may influence the 

receiver’s perception of that support when compared to face to face interactions, and that 
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highly person-centered messages are still perceived as the most effective in general (High 

& Solomon, 2014). Previous research indicated that individuals with social anxieties that 

have difficulty connecting in face to face interactions have found more success in 

computer mediated interactions (High & Caplan, 2009). Again, this suggested that those 

weak tie relationships on social media websites may be more inclined to offer support, 

even if they would otherwise feel anxious to reach out due to the distance of the 

relationship with the receiver.  

Social media networks are often larger than an individual’s “real life” social 

network, due to the ability to include acquaintances from the past and geographically 

separate people. Some studies looked specifically at these weak tie social support 

providers and support seeking online. Results indicated that for those participants with 

more stigmatized issues, weak tie, online social support was preferable to support from a 

closer friend. Online support groups allow a sense of anonymity when discussing issues 

that could cause embarrassment, and allow the participant to avoid any discomfort or 

feelings of being judged by those closer to them (Wright & Rains, 2013). These results 

suggested that there are situations where people are more likely to prefer social support 

from those social ties that are outside of their immediate, close social network. Social 

media, and CMC in general, are the perfect avenues for this weak tie social support. Of 

course, other studies have found contradictory evidence on Facebook, indicating that 

most individuals received no benefit from weak tie support, although weak tie support in 

some studies is characterized by one click interactions, as opposed to any meaningful or 

composed support messages (Burke & Kraut, 2016). Similarly, other results indicated 

that people prefer emotional support via Facebook from strong tie relationships, however, 
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those people who were considered weak tie relationships were perceived as less likely to 

judge and easier to disclose information to (Wright, 2012). Despite some inconsistent 

results, one fact that is evident is that CMC and social media websites, like Facebook, 

have dramatically changed the ways people receive and perceive social support, and 

normalized the provision of support from people who are not in an individual’s 

immediate social network. Also, it is evident that highly person-centered support 

messages are generally evaluated more positively than social support with lower levels of 

person centeredness. For this reason, the current study only utilizes highly person-

centered support messages to control for person centeredness in support evaluation. 

Given the previous research on social media and social support evaluation: 

RQ1: What effect does the assigned medium of a social support message have on 

message evaluation?  

Perceptions of Social Support and Bereavement 

While social support is important to assist individuals during many different 

stressful events and problems, a recent update to the Holmes and Rahe Social 

Readjustment Scale indicated that the death of a spouse continues to be rated as the most 

stressful life event, while the death of family member and death of a close friend were 

rated among the top fifteen stressful life events (Scully, Tosi, & Banning, 2000). 

Perception of social support has been found to have a significant effect on people 

following the death of their significant other, such that bereaved individuals who perceive 

a higher level of emotional social support from their social network were found to have 

less depressive symptoms in the years following their bereavement (Jacobson, Lord, 

Newman, 2017), while other results suggested that highly accessible social support from 
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friends, that allows the bereaved to express themselves, was the most effective in 

reducing negative outcomes after a death (Utz, Swenson, Caserta, Lund, deVries, 2014). 

There is ample evidence to suggest that social support is provided via social 

media platforms, and some studies have focused on social support related to some type of 

bereavement via CMC (Gold, Boggs, Mugisha, Palladino, 2012; Pennington, 2017; 

Rains, Peterson, & Wright, 2015). A content analysis of a large body of social support 

and CMC research found that social support in mediated channels takes several forms, 

and that emotionally focused support was more likely to be provided for those health 

issues that could result in a major tragedy, including death (Rains, Peterson, & Wright, 

2015). Recent research suggested that some individuals viewed the Facebook profiles of 

their deceased friends as a memorial, and as a place to find those willing to provide social 

support, effectively using their social media presence as an opportunity to process grief. 

Other participants, particularly those who did not use Facebook as often, did not 

experience the same benefits (Pennington, 2017). Another study found that women who 

had experienced a miscarriage utilized online support groups because of the access, 

convenience and anonymity in discussing this issue outside of their normal social 

network (Gold et al., 2012). This is consistent with the previous findings which suggested 

weak tie social support is sometimes preferable when compared to strong tie support for 

potentially stigmatized topics. Many studies focused specifically on social support 

received due to a health issue, as opposed to after a death. While social support provided 

for serious health issues and bereavement may not be the same, there is a link between 

the two experiences, as far as the requirement for social support concerning each event. 

As CMC via social media websites, Facebook or otherwise, continues to increase, the 
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opportunities for social support provision during bereavement and the inclusion of social 

media in the grieving process could become even more consequential, illustrating the 

need for more research into the role of social media in bereavement support. 

Religiosity and Religious Content in Social Support Messages 

An individual’s religiosity may be integral to the way one conceptualizes and 

copes with death. There has been abundant psychological research on religiosity, 

personal coping strategies, and outcomes after experiencing a close death 

(Chaiwutikornwanich, 2015; Hoelterhoff & Chung, 2017; McDougle, Konrath, Walk, & 

Handy, 2016; Ungureanu & Sandberg, 2010), but much less research concerned with how 

individuals perceived support messages from others based on the religiosity of the 

provider and the receiver. A closer attachment to a higher power and a heightened focus 

on religious coping led to lower depression and higher emotional growth after 

experiencing the death (Kelley & Chan, 2012), and those who professed religious belief 

were more likely to accept death, and a belief in an afterlife resulted in less death anxiety 

and greater emotional growth following a death (Feldman, Fischer, & Gressis, 2016). 

These personal coping strategies may directly impact the types of social support 

individuals provide for others in similar situations. Arguably, the ways in which people 

provide social support after a death are, most likely, similar to what they would expect or 

hope to receive in a similar situation.  

There is evidence which suggested that belief in any particular religion itself does 

not alleviate negative outcomes after experiencing a death, like stress or depression, as 

significantly as the sense of belonging within a strong social support network, such as a 

shared church social network (Sherkat & Reed, 1992). Likewise, previous research has 
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found that social support from same faith individuals was significantly more likely to be 

perceived as helpful and effective, and that discussing a shared religion was a strong 

predictor of receiving social support. This effect was the strongest among Protestant 

Christians (Merino, 2014), which is currently the largest Christian denomination in the 

United States according to the most recent Pew Research Center statistics (Pew Research 

Center, 2015). These results raise questions concerning social support for those who are 

not included in a major religious social network, as well as the role of social media in 

creating perceptions of our social networks. 

Shared religious social networks have been shown to exist on social media 

platforms, illustrated by a content analysis of profile pages on Myspace (a social media 

website predecessor to Facebook), which discovered that people were more likely to 

discuss and identify their religion on their social media profiles when their online social 

network was composed of similarly religious individuals (Bobkowski & Pearce, 2011). 

There is also evidence which suggested that individuals request specifically religious 

social support on their social media profiles. One study found that religious individuals 

did post on Facebook to request prayers for themselves or others, specifically concerning 

school or minor health issues (Baesler, & Chen, 2013). While this study did not include 

any measure of petitionary prayers following the death of a close individual, the results 

illustrated that there were occasions where people make specifically religious requests for 

support via social media.  

While there is not a full body of research that examines social support evaluations 

and religiosity specifically, there are several studies which include these topics. One such 

study focused on the evaluations of comforting messages that varied in person 
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centeredness and religious content, investigating the differences between Caucasian and 

African American participants. Results indicated that Caucasian participants were more 

partial to non-religious messages than African American participants, and that highly 

centered support messages were rated as the most sensitive and effective forms of social 

support (Samter, Morse, & Whaley, 2013), consistent with previous research on person 

centeredness. Instead of focusing on death, these support messages were focused on less 

severe and less traumatic negative events, like encouragement after failing a test or 

advice following a break up, and religiosity was only measured by asking participants 

how instrumental religion was in their lives. The research also hypothesized the 

evaluations of the support messages based on the participants’ ethnicity, instead of 

specific religious backgrounds or type of religiosity, and divided the participants in terms 

of general level of religiosity, instead of into religious or non-religious groups, or even by 

religious affiliation.  

In the same manner, another study examined evaluations of comforting messages, 

both religious and non-religious, along with individual factors like intrinsic religiosity 

and religious coping style. The survey required participants to remember or imagine a 

death in the family before evaluating support messages that varied on the inclusion and 

type of religious content, as well as level of person centeredness, and measured intrinsic 

religiosity as opposed to only collecting participant’s general religious orientation. 

Results indicated that those with higher intrinsic religiosity had more religious focused 

coping styles and reported more positive evaluations of all comforting messages, 

regardless of message content or level of person centeredness, as well as indicated a 

preference for messages with certain religious content (Wilkum & MacGeorge, 2010). 
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The methods and results found in this study inform the current study, albeit with the 

inclusion of a more specific context and less focus on person centeredness as a variable. 

The results from previous research on person centeredness in social support messages 

(Burke & Kraut, 2016; High & Dillard, 2012; High & Solomon, 2014) indicated that 

highly person-centered messages were, in most cases, preferable to alternatively person 

centered social support messages. The current study will utilize highly person-centered 

support messages for this reason, varying only on the inclusion and type of religious 

content. This approach should reduce comparisons between messages that vary in person 

centeredness (Samter et al., 2013; Wilkum & MacGeorge, 2010). 

The measurement of religiosity has been inconsistent across studies. For example, 

Samter et al. (2013) measured religiosity as a single question, although there is reason to 

believe religiosity could be a complex, multifaceted construct. In contrast, Punyanunt-

Carter et al. (2010) measured religiosity as a construct which includes religious 

fundamentalism, religious attitudes and maturity, tolerance for religious disagreement, 

and religious communication apprehension, among others. Given that trait religious 

fundamentalism has been shown to affect the ways in which individuals perceive one 

another, including those outside and within their own religion (Galen, Smith, Knapp, 

Wyngarden, 2011), fundamentalism may be an important part of an individual’s 

religiosity, along with intrinsic or emotional religiosity and extrinsic or socially based 

religiosity (Wilkum & MacGeorge, 2010). This combination of measures used to 

represent overall religiosity, along with a typical religious demographic selection, is 

consistent with some previous research that has explored religiosity as a complex group 

of behaviors and beliefs (Punyanunt-Carter, et al. 2010). These various religious 
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measures in conjunction with demographic information may contextualize and 

differentiate different religious identities, and lead to a deeper understanding of trait 

religiosity. Given the previous research on social support evaluations and religiosity: 

H1: Participants self identifying as religious will report more positive evaluations 

of support messages with religious content. 

H2: Participants self identifying as non-religious will report more positive 

evaluations of support messages with non-religious content. 

 Previous research has found evidence to support that religious individuals prefer 

religious messages (Samter et al., 2013; Wilkum & MacGeorge, 2010). On the other 

hand, there is less evidence to illustrate how the religious perceive non-religious 

messages, and how the non-religious perceive religious messages. The implications of 

these incongruent messages are important to understand the effect of religiosity on 

message perception, especially given the sensitivity often required to successfully support 

someone following a tragic event. Given the lack of research on perceptions of 

religiously incongruent social support messages, I pose the following research questions:  

RQ2: How do religious individuals evaluate social support messages that include 

non-religious content? 

RQ3: How do non-religious individuals evaluate social support messages that 

include religious content? 

RQ4: Do levels of fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and socially 

based religiosity affect evaluations of both religious and non-religious social 

support messages? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY 

PARTICIPANTS 

 Participants were recruited primarily from Amazon Mturk, a survey hosting 

website which pays participants a small amount to complete surveys. Participants were 

also recruited from a small southeastern private university and the researcher’s social 

media page. The sample contained 221 participants, comprised of 97 females (43.9%) 

and 124 males (56.1%). Participant age ranged from 18 to 70 years (M = 35.96, SD = 

12.32). Participants reported a wide range of religious identities, including Protestant 

Christian (16.4%), Catholic Christian (19.1%), Jehovah’s Witness (.5%), other Christian 

(5.9%), Jewish (3.6%), Muslim (1.4%), Hindu (4.5%), other religion (2.3%), Atheist 

(16.8%), Agnostic (15.5%), and nothing in particular (14.1%), meaning that overall, 

53.6% of participants identified as belonging to some religion, and the remaining 46.4% 

reported a non-religious identity, indicating a potential under representation of Christian 

religions and other religions in general, when compared to the most recent Pew Research 

Center statistics on religious orientation in the United States (Pew Research Center, 

2015). 

PROCEDURE 

 In this study, I utilized a 2 x 2 x 2 between groups experimental design, where 

participants self selected into religious or non-religious demographics, and were 

randomly assigned into groups that viewed a support message that either included 

religious content or included non-religious content, in either a hypothetical social media 
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or a face to face interaction. Participants who chose to complete the study, both 

independently and through Amazon Mturk, were directed to a Qualtrics survey after 

opening the link to the study. All participants were prompted to answer a filter question, 

which determined if they had experienced a death in their social network to draw from 

while completing the study. Those who answered yes continued with the study, and those 

who did not were forwarded to the conclusion of the study. After reading the consent 

form and answering demographic questions including gender, age, ethnicity, and level of 

education, participants began a battery of surveys. First, participants responded to a 

Social Media Intensity survey, which measures how often they use social media and how 

important it is in their daily lives. Then, the participants were randomly assigned to view 

one of four groups of social support messages, asking them to imagine they received this 

message from an acquaintance, either in a face to face conversation or on their most 

commonly used social media website. Support messages in the current study were 

adapted from the messages used in Wilkum and MacGeorge (2010). These support 

messages were selected as they were perceived as the most supportive, and as 

representing the highest and lowest level of religious content. The support messages were 

similar in word choice, length, and person centeredness, and only vary on the inclusion 

and type of religious content. In the non-religious message groups, there was one non-

religious support message, while the other two groups consisted of three different types 

of religious support messages: deferring, collaborating, and self-directed (See Appendix). 

After reading their assigned support messages, participants completed a brief support 

message evaluation scale. Following this, participants completed a brief demographic 

question concerning their religious identity, specifically placed after the support 
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messages as to not prime any religious thoughts. Participants were then directed to 

several religiosity scales: A religious fundamentalism scale, a scale to measure 

emotionally based religiosity, and a scale to measure socialization based religiosity. All 

participants ended at the debriefing page and exited the survey. 

MEASURES 

 All study measures were implemented in their original form, with no scale items 

removed. However, there were attention checks added into the Religious 

Fundamentalism, Emotionally Based Religiosity, and Socially Based Religiosity scales. 

For the purposes of the current study, in the Social Media Intensity measure, the term 

“Facebook” in the scale questions have been replaced by “social media,” due to the 

variety of popular social media websites available.  

Social Media Intensity. Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) developed an 8 item 

Facebook intensity scale that measured the amount of time spent and usage of one 

popular social media website. Facebook intensity scale responses are on a five point likert 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), with questions like “Facebook has 

become a part of my daily routine” and “I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged into 

Facebook for a while.” Higher scores indicated higher usage of Facebook (M = 3.20, SD 

= .96, α = .90).  

Message Evaluation. MacGeorge, Feng, Butler, and Budarz (2004) developed a 5 

item scale to measure the evaluation of social support messages. Participants respond on 

a five point likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) to questions that 

measure the helpfulness, effectiveness, sensitivity, appropriateness, and supportiveness of 
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a particular message. Higher scores indicated a higher evaluation of the quality of a 

support message (M = 3.56, SD = .86, α = .89). 

Religious Fundamentalism. Altemeyer and Hunsberger (2004) developed a 

revised 12 item religious fundamentalism scale that was used to measure one aspect of 

religiosity. Religious fundamentalism is defined as the belief that there is one true 

religion, that it must be followed according to its original tenets, and that those who 

follow these rules have a special connection to their god. Religious fundamentalism 

responses are on a nine point likert scale (1 = very strongly disagree, 9 = very strongly 

agree), with questions like “To lead the best, most meaningful life, one must belong to 

the one, fundamentally true religion” and “When you get right down to it, there are 

basically only two kinds of people in the world: the righteous, who will be rewarded by 

god; and the rest who will not.” Higher scores indicated a high level of religious 

fundamentalism (M = 3.55, SD = 2.09, α = .95). 

Emotionally Based Religiosity. Granqvist and Hagekull (1999) developed an 

emotional based scale which measured attachment to a religion and personal security 

derived from religion. Participants responded on a six point likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 6 = strongly agree), with questions such as “I feel most content when I 

experience a close communion with God” and “I turn to god when I am in pain.” Higher 

scores indicate a higher level of emotionally based religiosity (M = 3.21, SD = 1.65, α = 

.98).  

Socialization Based Religiosity. Granqvist and Hagekull (1999) developed a 

socially based scale which measured the extent to which their religiosity was passed 

down in familial tradition. Participants responded on a six point likert scale (1 = strongly 
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disagree, 6 = strongly agree), with questions such as “My mother and I are equally active 

religiously” and “Religion is equally important/unimportant to me in everyday life as it 

was to my mother during my childhood.” Higher scores indicate a higher level of socially 

based religiosity (M = 3.35, SD = 1.20, α = .92). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESULTS 

PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 

         Before addressing the research questions and hypotheses, bivariate correlations 

were used to assess relationships between each of the study variables. As expected, there 

was a strong correlation between emotionally based religiosity and fundamentalism (r = 

.81), meaning that participants with higher levels of emotional attachment to religion also 

held higher levels of fundamentalist belief. These correlations between religious 

measures are consistent with previous research linking emotionally based religiosity with 

fundamentalism. There was also a moderate correlation between socially based religiosity 

and fundamentalism (r = .51), meaning that participants with higher levels of socially 

based religiosity also held higher levels of fundamentalist belief. Likewise, there was a 

moderate correlation between socially based religiosity and emotionally based religiosity 

(r = .51), meaning that participants with higher levels of socially based religiosity also 

indicated a stronger emotional attachment to their religion.  

 There were several other significant correlations outside of the religious variables. 

There was a moderate correlation between support message evaluation and 

fundamentalism (r = .36), such that participants who reported more positive perceptions 

of the support messages throughout the four conditions tended to hold more 

fundamentalist beliefs. Similarly, there was a moderate correlation between support 

message evaluation and emotionally based religiosity (r = .34), such that participants 

who reported more positive perceptions of the support messages, throughout the four 
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conditions, tended to be more emotionally attached to their religion. There was also a 

weak correlation between support message evaluation and socially based religiosity (r = 

.29), such that participants who reported more positive perceptions of the support 

messages, throughout the four conditions, tended to report higher levels of social 

attachment to religion. 

 Finally, there was a weak correlation between support message evaluation and 

social media usage (r = .28), such that participants who rated the support messages 

throughout conditions as more positive tended to place more importance and spend more 

time on their preferred social media website. Similarly, there was a weak correlation 

between socially based religiosity and social media usage (r = .22), such that participants 

who scored higher in socially based religiosity tended to place more importance and 

spend more time on their preferred social media website. See Table 1 for correlations 

between all study variables. 

Table I Bivariate Correlations Between Study Variables 

 V1 V2 V3 V4 V5  

  V1: Social Media Usage -         

V2: Fundamentalism .07 -       

V3: Emotionally Based Religiosity .11 .81* -     

V4: Socially Based Religiosity .22* .51* .51* -   

V5: Support Message Evaluation .28* .36* .34* .29* -  

* p < .01 
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 Next, independent samples t-tests were used to compare participants on scores for 

all relevant study variables. Results indicated significant differences between participants 

who identified as belonging to an organized religion and those who did not on a majority 

of study variables. A religious and non-religious categorical variable was created by 

collapsing Protestant Christian, Catholic Christian, other Christian, Jehovah’s Witness, 

Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and other religion participants into one group, while Atheist, 

Agnostic and nothing in particular were collapsed into another. As expected, 

fundamentalism scores were significantly different between religious participants (M = 

4.84, SD = 1.89) and non-religious participants (M = 2.10, SD = 1.19), t(193.29) = 

12.92, p < .001, d = 1.73, with religious participants reporting higher levels of 

fundamentalism. Emotionally based religiosity scores were also significantly different 

between religious participants (M = 4.42, SD = 1.04) and non-religious participants (M = 

1.82, SD = 1.00), t(211) = 18.51, p < .001, d = 2.55, with religious participants reporting 

higher levels of emotional attachment to religion, and socially based religiosity scores 

were significantly different between religious participants (M = 3.48, SD = 1.10) and 

non-religious participants (M = 2.81, SD = 1.08), t(209) = 6.87, p < .001, d = .61, with 

religious participants reporting higher levels of emotional attachment to religion. These 

results showed that participant self selection into religious demographics was consistent 

with study religiosity measures, such that those who identified as belonging to some 

religious demographic scored higher across all religious measures than non-religious 

participants.  

 More interestingly, there was a significant difference in social support message 

evaluation between the religious and non-religious participants, regardless of message 
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content. Support messages were evaluated more positively by religious participants (M = 

3.77, SD = .75) than non-religious participants (M = 3.32, SD = .91), t(195.81) = 4.05, p 

< .001, d = .54, throughout all message conditions. Similarly, there was a significant 

difference in message evaluations between participants who were assigned to the non-

religious content message (M = 3.78, SD = .70) and those assigned to the religious 

content message (M = 3.34, SD = .94), t(205.41) = 3.94, p < .001, d = .53, with the non-

religious content message being evaluated more positively, regardless of participant 

religiosity. 

Previous research has indicated that there can be differences in evaluation of 

religious messages that vary in type of content, specifically between deferring religious 

content, collaborative religious content, and self directed religious content (Wilkum and 

MacGeorge, 2010). To test these previous findings, a one way repeated measures 

ANOVA was conducted to compare the effects of fundamentalism on support message 

evaluations, in the deferring religious messages, collaborative religious messages, and 

self directed religious messages. Results indicated there was not a significant effect of 

fundamentalism on type of religious support message evaluation, Wilks’ Lambda = .00, 

F(20, 2) = 2.61, p = .31. In the same manner, a one way repeated measures ANOVA was 

conducted to compare the effects of emotionally based religiosity on support message 

evaluations, in the deferring religious messages, collaborative religious messages, and 

self directed religious messages. Results also indicated here was not a significant effect of 

emotionally based religiosity on support message evaluation, Wilks’ Lambda = .02, F (4, 

2) = 3.04, p = .26. Finally, a one way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to 

compare the effects of socially based religiosity on support message evaluations, in the 
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deferring religious messages, collaborative religious messages, and self directed religious 

messages. Results indicated there was not a significant effect of socially based religiosity 

on support message evaluation, Wilks’ Lambda = .00, F (32, 2) = 1.84, p = .42. Since 

each religious message varied in type of religious content, they could not be averaged 

together to be tested against the non-religious support message. Once it was established 

that there were no significant differences in evaluations between religious message types, 

the highest rated religious message type, self directed (M = 3.61, SD = .91), was used to 

compare to the non-religious message condition. 

HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

H1 predicted that participants self identifying as religious will report more 

positive evaluations of support messages with religious content than messages with non-

religious content across mediums. A univariate factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

was run to test the effects of religious identity and the assigned religious message 

condition on support message evaluation. Results indicated there was a significant main 

effect for the religious identity on social support evaluation, F (11, 181) = 6.60,  p < .001, 

n2 = .15, a significant main effect for the religious message condition on social support 

evaluation, F (11, 181) = 11.87,  p < .001, n2 = .06, and a significant interaction between 

religious identity and the assigned religious message condition,  F (11, 181) = 3.69,  p < 

.01, n2 = .09. A Bonferroni post-hoc test for the main effect of religious identity on social 

support evaluation showed that Protestant Christians (M = 3.83, SD = .89) and Catholic 

Christians (M = 3.69, SD = .66) evaluated the religious support message as significantly 

more positive than Atheists (M = 2.44, SD = .91). Similarly, participants who identified 

as Catholic Christians (M = 3.69, SD = .66) evaluated the religious support message as 
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significantly more positive than those who selected nothing in particular (M = 3.02, SD = 

1.15). A graph of the interaction effect of religious identity and support message 

condition on social support evaluation illustrates that the effect of religious identity on 

support evaluation varied by assigned religious condition (See Appendix). Specifically, 

religious identity lead to significant differences in evaluations of the religious content 

social support message, but did not lead to significant differences of the non-religious 

content message. Therefore, results indicated support for H1. 

H2 predicted participants self identifying as non-religious will report more 

positive evaluations of support messages with non-religious content than messages with 

religious content. After selecting data for cases when participants selected one of the 

three non-religious identities, an independent samples t-test was used to compare non-

religious participants on support message evaluation between each message condition. 

Results indicated that non-religious participants evaluated the non-religious support 

messages (M = 3.67, SD = .72) as significantly more positive than the religious support 

messages (M = 2.93, SD = .95), t(100) = 4.43, p < .001, d = .88. Therefore, results 

indicated support for H2.  

RQ1 investigated the effect of the support message medium on message 

evaluation. First, an independent samples t-test was run to compare participants on 

evaluation scores between each medium condition. Results indicated that there were no 

significant differences in message evaluation between participants who viewed the face 

to face condition, and those who viewed the social media condition, t(219) = .77, p = .44. 

Following this, a univariate factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run to test the 

effects of religious identity and the assigned medium message condition on support 
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message evaluation. Results indicated there was not a significant main effect of the 

message medium condition on social support evaluation, p = .77, nor was there a 

significant interaction between religious identity and the assigned medium message 

condition,  p = .79. 

RQ2 investigated how religious individuals would evaluate social support 

messages that included non-religious content. After selecting data for cases when 

participants selected one of the religious identities, an independent samples t-test was 

used to compare religious participants on support message evaluation between each 

message condition. Surprisingly, results indicated that for religious individuals, support 

message evaluation was not significantly different between the non-religious message 

condition (M = 3.89, SD = .67) and the religious message condition (M = 3.67, SD = .80), 

t(115.26) = 1.61, p = .11, d = .30. Specifically, results illustrated that religious 

participants rated the non-religious support message as slightly higher than the religious 

message, though this difference was not statistically significant. 

 RQ3 investigated how non-religious individuals would evaluate social support 

messages that included religious content. After selecting data for cases when participants 

selected one of the three non-religious identities, an independent samples t-test was used 

to compare non-religious participants on support message evaluation between each 

message condition. Results indicated that non-religious participants evaluated the 

religious support messages (M = 2.93, SD = .95) as significantly less positive than the 

non-religious support messages (M = 3.67, SD = .72), t(100) = 4.43, p < .001, d = .88. 

Results illustrated that non-religious individuals generally evaluated religious messages 

as less positive.  
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RQ4 investigated if levels of fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and 

socially based religiosity affected evaluations of both religious and non-religious social 

support messages. A hierarchical linear regression was used to assess whether a 

participant’s level of fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and socially based 

religiosity predicted evaluation of support messages. Results indicated that for those 

participants in the religious content message condition, level of fundamentalism accounts 

for a significant portion of variance in evaluation of the support message, R2 = .31, F (1, 

109) = 50.19,  p < .001. Specifically, as fundamentalism levels increase, participants 

report more positive evaluations of the religious content message, β = .41, p < .001. 

Results also indicated that when controlling for fundamentalism, emotionally based and 

socially based religiosity did not account for a significant proportion of variance in 

support evaluation.  

Similarly, a hierarchical linear regression was used to assess whether a 

participant’s level of fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and socially based 

religiosity predicted positive evaluation of non-religious support messages. Results 

indicated that for those participants in the non-religious content message condition, levels 

of fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and socially based religiosity did not 

account for a significant portion of variance in evaluation of the support message. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DISCUSSION 

SUMMARY 

 The goal of this study was to explore the effects of religious identity, type of 

religiosity, and communicative medium on the evaluation of religious and non-religious 

social support messages within weak tie relationships in response to experiencing a death. 

Accordingly, participants were asked to recall a bereavement event in their own lives, 

and evaluate social support messages about that event. In an effort to control comparison 

effects between support messages with incongruent content, the study was designed to 

expose each participant to only one message condition. Each support message condition 

varied in both content, religious or non-religious, and hypothetical medium, face to face 

or social media. Additionally, participants self selected their religious identity, and 

responded to several religiosity measures.  

 I predicted that participants self identifying as religious would report more 

positive evaluations of support messages with religious content than messages with non-

religious content, and that participants self identifying as non-religious would report more 

positive evaluations of support messages with non-religious content than messages with 

religious content (H1 and H2). The hypotheses were supported as results indicated that 

religious participants tended to evaluate the religious content support messages as more 

positive than the non-religious participants; specifically, Protestant and Catholic 

participants reported more positive perceptions than Atheists and those selecting nothing. 

Since the interaction effect between religious identity and message content was 
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significant, main effects of each are not discussed further. Meanwhile, non-religious 

participants reported higher evaluations of the non-religious messages.  

 I also examined how religious individuals would evaluate social support messages 

that included non-religious content, and how non-religious individuals would evaluate 

social support messages that included religious content; specifically, how individuals 

would evaluate support messages that were incongruent to their personal belief system 

(RQ2 and RQ3). Non-religious participants rated the religious content messages as 

significantly less positive than the non-religious content. Surprisingly, religious 

participants rated the non-religious messages as slightly more positive than the religious 

messages, though this difference was not significant. Similarly, I investigated if levels of 

fundamentalism, emotionally based religiosity, and socially based religiosity would affect 

evaluations of both religious and non-religious social support messages (RQ4). Results 

showed that for participants who viewed the religious message condition, levels of 

fundamentalism did predict a more positive evaluation of the religious support 

messaging. Finally, I examined if there was any effect of the support message medium on 

message evaluation (RQ1). There was no effect of message medium on evaluations of the 

support messages.   

IMPLICATIONS 

 Results from the current research serve to corroborate many of the findings in 

similar previous research. The current research found that religious individuals, 

regardless of message content, rated support messages as more positive, consistent with 

findings from Wilkum and MacGeorge (2010). However, Wilkum and MacGeorge found 

that while religious individuals did rate all support messages higher, they still tended to 



 

29 

prefer messages with religious content. The current study found that religious individuals 

did not demonstrate that same preference; in fact, the non-religious messages were 

generally rated as slightly more positive by religious participants, although this difference 

was not significant. Both the current study and previous research found evidence to 

support the claim that religious individuals are more likely to positively evaluate support 

messages, regardless of religious or non-religious content. This could be due to the 

general belief, in most religions, in some form of an afterlife; perhaps religious 

individuals are more likely to accept any social support after bereavement, regardless of 

religious content, because they feel less uncertainty about death, and receiving support 

reinforces that belief. This pattern obviously has significant implications in religiosity 

research, but may also impact social support research in general. Whether or not 

religiosity is a variable of interest, participants cannot help but bring personal belief 

systems into any study participation; this may influence participants when topics are 

directly related to religious tenets or events, or issues that are particularly difficult to 

separate from religious values, like death. Although there were significant differences in 

message evaluation between different religious groups, and religious fundamentalism did 

significantly predict preference for the religious messages, religious individuals still 

tended to rate all support messages as more positive than the non-religious participants.  

On a more practical level, the results of the current study may provide some 

insight in ways to effectively communicate support; that is, messages without religious 

content seem to be generally regarded as helpful and acceptable regardless of personal 

beliefs; while religiously oriented messages, if communicated to someone outside that 

particular belief set, may be less effective. Of course, this research is not definitive, and 
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was investigated under the specific context of a weak tie relationship, which may require 

a higher degree of sensitivity, and leaving out religious themes in support messages may 

be more acceptable. 

While there have been some comprehensive religiosity measures in previous 

research, there has yet to be a clear method developed to accurately survey a participant’s 

religiosity. Religious fundamentalism, in the current study, did predict a more positive 

evaluation of the religious support messages, while the other religiosity measures, 

emotionally and socially based scales, did not predict support evaluations. This finding is 

consistent with previous research that claimed fundamentalism is an important 

component of an individual’s trait religiosity, and that it affected how a person perceived 

people and messages around them (Galen, Smith, Knapp, Wyngarden, 2011). Similarly, 

the fact the fundamentalism levels yielded significant results in religious message 

evaluation, while other religious measures did not, supported the operationalization of 

religiosity put forward by Punyanunt-Carter et al. (2010) and Wilkum and MacGeorge 

(2010), which examined religiosity as a complex construct. While the current study does 

not put forth a comprehensive model of religiosity, it does corroborate instances in 

previous research which pointed to religious fundamentalism as an important aspect of 

religiosity.  

Findings from the current study are consistent with previous research on 

religiosity and social support message evaluations for specific religious identities. 

Specifically, Merino (2014) found that Protestant Christians rated social support 

messages from same faith individuals as more effective, while results of the current study 

indicated that Protestants were significantly more likely to rate the religious messages 
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positively than non-religious individuals. For the religious message condition, it was 

implied to participants that the provider was religious themselves, due to the inclusion of 

explicitly religious content. Since Protestantism is the largest denomination of any 

Christian religion, the mounting evidence that this particular group prefers congruent 

religious content in support situations is particularly noteworthy, especially because of 

the rise of religious diversity and non-religious individuals. Perhaps Protestant Christians, 

in particular, are more likely to notice the lack of religious content in any given support 

message, leading to more positive evaluations when religious content is included. More 

non-religious individuals may lead to less religious content in some social support 

interactions, and Protestant Christians may feel that this type of support is not effective.  

While the communicative medium was found to affect the ways in which 

participants evaluated social support messages in previous research (Burke & Kraut, 

2016; Rains et al, 2016), the current study did not find any significant differences 

between those in the face to face and social media conditions. For this reason, the Social 

Media Usage scale was not included in any statistical analyses. Despite this result, given 

previous findings, there is likely some influence over message evaluation by medium. 

Along with the proliferation of social media usage, and our growing comfort with 

previously personal topics being broadcast to our social networks, religion and social 

support online will need to be further investigated to gain a more complete understanding 

of how they function together.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 Despite significant findings and corroborating results from previous research, 

there were several limitations in the current study. First and foremost, due to the nature of 
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survey research, results cannot be generalized to wider applications. Likewise, recruiting 

participants through a survey hosting website like Mturk, where participants are 

completing surveys primarily because of the reward offered, the risk of participants 

randomly responding may be higher. To mitigate the risk of random responses, there 

were attention checks embedded in the survey; allowing random responses to be deleted 

before any analysis. Even so, there is no guarantee that all participants responded 

meaningfully and truthfully to all survey questions, even if they passed the attention 

checks. Also, due to method of the data collection, multiple statistical tests were run after 

selecting specific cases, which could have increased potential error. 

 Another limitation is due to the study sample. Participants in the current study 

were nearly split evenly between religious (54%) and non-religious (46%) identities, 

which is a significant overrepresentation of non-religious demographics in the United 

States when compared to the most recent national survey by the Pew Research Center 

(2015), which places non-religious individuals at roughly 23%. A sample with more 

religious individuals potentially could have discovered more significant differences 

between religious message conditions, specifically related to the current results which 

found religious participants rated the non-religious messages as slightly more positive 

than the religious messages. Similarly, in an effort to be inclusive to all religious 

identities, the religious demographic “nothing in particular” was included. While this was 

collapsed into the non-religious category, it is unlikely that all individuals who choose 

that identifier adopt it in the same manner; that is, there is no agreed upon definition of 

believing in “nothing in particular.” The same can be said for the “other Christian” 

choice. In the same manner, some individuals may adopt a religious affiliation without 
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actually practicing, or even believing, in a particular faith. For example, someone who 

was raised Catholic might continue to identify themselves as one, long after they stopped 

going to church regularly. Since the religious demographic choices were pulled from the 

Pew Research center, all of these options were included as a demographic choice in their 

original form. 

 Finally, the way in which the medium condition was presented to participants 

may be, in part, the reason why significant results were not found between those in the 

face to face and social media conditions. The medium condition was manipulated by 

slight differences in the text leading up to the experimental support messages. A more 

accurate way to present the different mediums, such as actually reading social media 

messages in a familiar format, and physically receiving a face to face message from an 

actual person, might have lead to more significant findings; however, given the time and 

resource constraints, this was not logistically possible. Additionally, a weak tie 

relationship might have been difficult to approximate. Likewise, the current study asked 

participants to recall an important death they have experienced. In an effort to minimize 

psychological distress, they were not asked or required to specify any details about the 

bereavement they experienced. This may have helped eliminate participants who simply 

affirmed the filter question, and also served to put participants in the emotional state 

where social support is typically required. For obvious reasons, this was not included. 

Combined with the use of hypothetical situations with hypothetical messages, participant 

evaluations may not be the same as they would be in reality. 

 Results in context of the limitations of the current study suggest several issues 

that can be addressed by future research. While the mechanisms by which religiosity can 
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impact social support evaluations is not clear, there is a need to examine exactly how 

religious content in messages can change perceptions. More research is necessary to test 

the evidence which suggests religious individuals are more likely to evaluate social 

support messages positively, found by both the current study and Wilkum and 

MacGeorge (2010). Future research should also include fundamentalism as a component 

in measuring religiosity, outside of merely self selecting a religious identity. Religious 

fundamentalism is also likely an important facet of creating a holistic religiosity measure. 

In addition to the usual religious demographic questions, a line of qualitative inquiry 

about personal meaning behind some of the more ambiguous religious identities, along 

with religious scales, might serve to contextualize religious belief and provide more 

depth to reactions to support messages, which are likely more complex than a survey can 

capture. Also, to avoid the hypothetical nature of survey research, creating some realism 

in both support message content and delivery medium could lead to more generalizable 

results.  

CONCLUSION 

Communication research concerning religious differences in everyday life is 

becoming increasingly important, given the growing diversity in religious orientation and 

the constant connectivity within social networks. This study adds to the existing 

religiosity research by investigating how people perceive social support based on both 

their personal beliefs and the content included within these messages. These results 

suggest that while religious differences can affect the ways in which religious and non-

religious content is perceived, these effects are not always what is expected, and that 

more research into this particular topic could better explain these differences. While some 
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specific denominations tend to prefer religious content in support messages, the overall 

trend was in support evaluation is that religious individuals tend to evaluate all messages 

more positively than non-religious individuals. Ideally, these findings will add to the 

existing research on religiosity and social support, as well as provide an impetus for 

further research into this consequential aspect of interpersonal communication.   
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APPENDIX 

Figure I  Support Evaluation Scores by Religious Affiliation and Message Content  

 

Non-Religious Support Message 

You run into an old high school acquaintance, and they make the following comment 

after hearing about your loss, OR 

You receive the following comment on your preferred social media profile from an old 

high school acquaintance after hearing about your loss: 

“I know you must be hurting right now, and I think that is understandable. It’s not always 

clear why these things happen. It’s really difficult to think about not having someone 

around who was important in our lives. One good thing is that you have memories that 
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will remind you of how much you were loved. And even though you are really sad and 

hurting now, you will work through this and grow. You will become stronger. In the 

future, when you face other challenges, you will know that you can manage them.” 

Religious Support Messages 

You run into an old high school acquaintance, and they make the following comments 

after hearing about your loss; OR 

You receive the following comments on your preferred social media profile from an old 

high school acquaintance after hearing about your loss: 

Deferring 

“I know you must be hurting right now, and I think that is understandable. God’s plan is 

not always clear. It’s really difficult to think about not having someone around who was 

important in our lives. One good thing is that you have memories that will remind you of 

how much you were loved. And even though you are really sad and hurting now, God has 

created this situation to help you grow. He will strengthen you. In the future, when you 

face other challenges, you will know that you can rely on Him.” 

Collaborating 

“I know you must be hurting right now, and I think that is understandable. God’s plan is 

not always clear. It’s really difficult to think about not having someone around who was 

important in our lives. One good thing is that you have memories that will remind you of 

how much you were loved. And even though you are really sad and hurting now, God 

will help you to work through this and grow. Your relationship with God will strengthen 
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you. In the future, when you face other challenges, you will know that you can manage 

them together with God.” 

Self Directed 

“I know you must be hurting right now, and I think that is understandable. God’s plan is 

not always clear. It’s really difficult to think about not having someone around who was 

important in our lives. One good thing is that you have memories that will remind you of 

how much you were loved. And even though you are really sad and hurting now, you will 

work through this and grow. You will become stronger. In the future, when you face 

other challenges, you will know that you can manage them” (Wilkum and MacGeorge, 

2010). 
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