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Sanctification of Diverse Aspects of Life and Psychosocial Functioning:
A Meta-Analysis of Studies From 1999 to 2019

Annette Mahoney, Serena Wong, Julie M. Pomerleau, and Kenneth I. Pargament

Department of Psychology, Bowling Green State University

Starting with a study on the sanctification of marriage (Mahoney et al., 1999), Pargament and Mahoney
developed two psychological scales to assess whether viewing an aspect of life as a manifestation of God
(i.e., theistic sanctification) and/or imbued with sacred qualities (i.e., nontheistic sanctification) was tied to
better psychosocial functioning. The current study used meta-analytic techniques to summarize the strength of
correlations between sanctification and psychosocial functioning across diverse aspects of life (e.g., human
body, strivings, work, marriage, and parenting). We included data from 1999 to July 2019 that were published
in peer-reviewed journals (N = 49) and dissertations that had not been published (N = 14). Across these
sources, we identified 66 independent cases involving positive outcomes and 43 independent cases with
negative outcomes. Greater sanctification was consistently associated with greater positive psychosocial
adjustment (r = .22; 95% CI = .17-.25) and less negative functioning (r = —0.10; 95% CI = —.15- to
—.06). We also compared the sanctification of close interpersonal relationships (r = 0.24, 95% CI = .20-.29)
and other aspects of life (r = .16, 95% CI = .11-.22) for positive adjustment, and for negative adjustment
(respective r’s = —.12 and —.09, with 95% ClIs of —.18 to —.06 and —.14 to —.04). Overall, these findings
establish sanctification as a promising new construct for the psychology of religion and spiritually, one that

holds significant implications for psychosocial functioning within multiple domains of life.

Keywords: sanctification, religion, spirituality

Over the past several decades, the field of the psychology of
religion and spirituality has extensively examined linkages between
the ways that people relate to God(s) and religious communities and
their personal well-being (Hood et al., 2018; Paloutzian & Park,
2013; Pargament, Mahoney, et al., 2013; Pargament, Exline, et al.,
2013). Starting with a study on marriage (Mahoney et al., 1999),
Pargament and Mahoney (2005) offered a means to extend this body
of empirical research by assessing the extent to which people
perceive various aspects of life as having divine character and
significance. Borrowing a term from religious studies disciplines,
they labeled this perceptual process ‘“sanctification.” They opera-
tionalized this construct by creating two subscales that measured the
degree to which one’s marriage is viewed as (a) a manifestation of
God/Higher Powers (i.e., theistic sanctification) and/or (b) imbued
with sacred qualities (i.e., nontheistic sanctification). Since that
time, as can be seen in Table 1, additional studies have been
conducted on the sanctification of marriage and numerous additional
domains, such as parenting, strivings, sexuality within marriage and
nonmarital unions, one’s physical body, work/career, the environ-
ment, moments in psychotherapy, and other domains (e.g., forgive-
ness, life as a whole, learning, and the environment).
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Given the very wide range of objects that people can view
through a sacred lens, scientific literature on the sanctification
spans multiple subspecialty areas in psychology. This breadth of
findings can make it difficult for scholars working within distinct
subdisciplines to locate and appreciate quantitative linkages
between sanctification and psychosocial functioning. Thus, the
primary purposes of this study were to summarize the literature on
sanctification and inspire more researchers from diverse areas of
expertise to examine the roles that sanctification plays within and
across different domains of life. To accomplish these goals, we
used meta-analytic techniques to synthesize the effect sizes of
associations of sanctification with positive and negative psycho-
social functioning across multiple domains. In addition, we
explored whether the perceived sanctification of close human
relationships yielded relatively stronger effects than the sanctifi-
cation of other domains of life, given a strong emphasis in most
world religions on the sanctity of interpersonal relationships
(Mahoney et al., 2013).

Sanctification Across Diverse Domains
Theory and Measurement

Definitionally, sanctification is a process through which aspects of
life are perceived as having divine character and significance
(Pargament & Mahoney, 2005; Pargament et al., 2017). The phrase
“divine character and significance” is, by design, an inclusive one. It
encompasses the perceived embodiment of a theistic God(s) as well
as nontheistic perceptions where sacred qualities often ascribed to
deities, such as transcendence, ultimacy, and boundlessness, can be
attached to virtually any aspect of existence (Pargament et al., 2017).
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The first empirical psychological study of sanctification focused
on marriage (Mahoney et al., 1999). Notably, many religious groups
hold that marriage ideally embodies an eternal union transformed by
a religious ritual into a bond of ultimate importance that reflects
God’s presence and transcends the finite limits of ordinary time and
space (Onedera, 2008). This initial study provided a conceptual
template to theorize that any aspect of life could be viewed as a
manifestation of God (theistic sanctification) or imbued with sacred
qualities (nontheistic sanctification). The former highlights perceiv-
ing a deity(s) as being immanent within lived experiences, a
perceptual process that has long been encouraged by both Western
and Eastern religious traditions (Pargament et al., 2017). Nontheis-
tic sanctification involves imbuing seemingly ordinary aspects of
life with extraordinary qualities frequently associated with notions
of the divine, God, and transcendent reality. Theoretically, it is
useful to think of sacred qualities as prototypical “adjectives” often
ascribed to divine beings that are transferred to other aspects of life;
when this process occurs, objects can take on surplus significance
(Pargament et al., 2017). Hypothetically, people from diverse spiri-
tual and religious backgrounds—monotheists, polytheists, panthe-
ists, agnostics, and atheists—could employ one or both perceptual
processes to infuse their daily lives with divine meaning and
significance. Furthermore, sanctification could theoretically occur
for individuals who are, or are not, socialized culturally or via a
religious institution(s) to view a domain of life as reflecting sacred
qualities and/or a deity’s presence (see Pargament et al., 2017, for
fuller explication on the concept of sanctification). Notably, the
proposition that something becomes sanctified through the psycho-
logical process of sanctification neither supports nor contradicts
theological convictions that perceptions of sanctity correspond to
ontological realities beyond peoples’ minds. Finally, most empirical
research to date on sanctification has been limited to the U.S. and
predominantly Christian samples. More research is needed to
determine cross-cultural differences that may exist between and
within groups of people about the objects or experiences that are
viewed as meriting sacred status.

Mahoney and Pargament initially operationalized the construct of
sanctification by creating two 10-item subscales to measure the extent
to which spouses viewed their marriage as being: (a) a manifestation of
God (i.e., theistic sanctification) and (b) imbued with sacred qualities
(i.e., nontheistic sanctification), with explicit instructions that respon-
dents should use their personal definition of the word “God” when
answering items (Mahoney et al., 1999). As indicated in Table 1, they
and other researchers adapted the original and a revised measure
sanctification of marriage that Mahoney and Pargament created
(Mahoney et al., 2009) to assess the perceived sanctity of many other
domains. Empirically, the two subscales have been moderately to
highly correlated. Although the items used to assess sacred qualities do
not reference deities, both theists and nontheists can endorse the sacred
quality items. Also, although nontheistic sanctification may more often
be endorsed by subgroups who are less likely to believe in God than
the general population, such as psychologists (Delaney et al., 2007),
both scales tend to be relevant and function similarly in U.S. samples.
Accordingly, in this meta-analytic study, we aggregated effect sizes
from the two sanctification subscales if a given study reported effects
based on both subscales. More research is needed to evaluate the
applicability of either scale to non-U.S., non-Christian subgroups, and
non-Abrahamic faith traditions. We hope this study promotes such
cross-cultural extensions.

Positive Psychosocial Functioning

Theoretically, Pargament and Mahoney (2005, Pargament, Mahoney,
et al., 2013) have argued that greater perceptions of sanctification of a
given aspect of life can lead to a greater commitment and investment of
time and energy to that domain, elicit intense emotions, and function as a
powerful personal and social resource that people tap into throughout
their lives. In short, people who view an aspect of life as sanctified
should be highly motivated to pursue, preserve, and protect a sanctified
object. For example, experiencing major life strivings as embodying
God’s intentions, expressing one’s ultimate purposes, and eliciting
profound feelings of wonder, awe, reverence, and gratitude should
propel people to prioritize sacred endeavors (Mahoney, Pargament,
et al., 2005; Schnitker & Emmons, 2013). Reciprocally, perceiving
work as a sacred calling could provide people with inspiration, strength,
support, and sustenance to draw upon in daily life or times of stress.
Over time, these bidirectional and interactive mechanisms presumably
would yield desirable outcomes, such as greater satisfaction and
happiness derived from that aspect of life (Pargament & Mahoney,
2005; Schnitker & Emmons, 2013). In turn, positive functioning in a
given domain would reinforce a person’s belief that the object belongs
within his or her sphere of sacred endeavors. For example, those whose
marital or parenting experiences are highly satisfying may be more
likely to view those relationships as sacred. In sum, we hypothesized
greater sanctification would consistently be correlated with greater
positive psychosocial functioning across multiple domains.

Negative Psychosocial Functioning

In the initial study of sanctification on marriage, Mahoney et al.
(1999) found greater sanctification to be tied to less frequent marital
conflict and use of stonewalling and verbal aggression by one or both
spouses. Pargament and Mahoney (2005) thus proposed that greater
sanctification may motivate people to avoid maladaptive behavior
within a given domain of life as well as resist negative impulses that
would increase their own or others’ psychosocial distress. Some
subsequent studies suggested this is the case (e.g., Fincham et al.,
2010; Jacobson et al., 2013; Leonhardt et al., 2020). Intriguingly,
however, whereas greater sanctification of major life strivings was
related to more joy and investment of energy in those goals, it was
unrelated to depressive, anxiety, or physical health problems
(Mahoney, Carels, et al., 2005). Also, using fixed-effects modeling,
Kusner et al. (2014) found that sanctification of marriage increased
positive, but did not inhibit negative, communication strategies
between spouses during observed marital interactions. Thus, sancti-
fication may more consistently promote positivity than limit expo-
sure to negativity. Indeed, many faith traditions encourage people to
make sacrifices for the sake of sacred objects but tend to be less clear
about what to do if a sacred aspect of life becomes problematic.
Especially when individuals become strongly attached to sacred
objects, they may have difficulties setting limits on dysfunctional
dynamics in that realm and remain in situations that compromise
their own or others’ well-being. One classic example includes
remaining in a physically or psychologically abusive marriage
because divorce would violate the sanctity of the union. In light
of available research findings, we expected greater sanctification to
be tied to less negative functioning based on effect sizes generated by
meta-analytic analyses across multiple domains, but we anticipated
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that these effects may not be as robust as those of positive psycho-
social adjustment.

Interpersonal Versus Noninterpersonal Domains

As a rule, world religions place a high value on close interper-
sonal relationships and provide people with compelling scriptural
narratives and religious rituals that envelop kinship bonds with
divine meaning and significance (Mahoney et al., 2013; Onedera,
2008). For example, the formation of family relationships through
religious wedding and baby naming rituals are sanctified by verbal
(e.g., vows and prayers) and nonverbal behaviors (e.g., lighting
candles) in a social context (e.g., clergy, family, and friends) that
can elicit strong emotions (e.g., joy and trepidation). World reli-
gions likewise impart divine significance to the caretaking of youth
and elders, the formation of tight friendships, the provision of
emotional and instrumental social support to loved ones, and the
creation of compassionate, close bonds with those in need (e.g.,
those who are hungry, sick, poor, imprisoned, or dying). Although
world religions frame treating others with kindness and charity as a
good in and of itself, an obvious by-product of such “selfless” efforts
may be experiencing more caring relationships. Hence, the more
people sanctify their interpersonal relationships, the more effort they
may invest in those relationships and, in turn, those relationships
may become more personally gratifying and satisfying (Mahoney,
2010). By contrast, investing nonrelational aspects of life with
sacred significance may yield fewer personal benefits for two
reasons. First, major world religions send mixed messages about
the value of pursuing activities focused on personal achievement or
gratification (Smith, 1958). For example, considerable variation
exists across religious orienting systems about the sanctity of
noninterpersonal strivings, such as achieving financial success or
caring for the environment. Second, investing oneself in relatively
abstract or impersonal sacred goals, such as the pursuit of artistic,
intellectual, or technological achievements, may be less likely to
provide the individual with interpersonal rewards, such as social
support, which is one of the most robust factors tied to personal well-
being (Smith & Christakis, 2008; Thoits, 2011). For these reasons,
we examined the linkages of psychosocial outcomes with the
sanctification of relationships and noninterpersonal domains
separately.

Present Study

The current study used meta-analytic techniques to summarize the
strength of correlations between sanctification and psychosocial
functioning across diverse aspects of life (e.g., human body, striv-
ings, work, marriage, and parenting) examined in peer-reviewed
journals and dissertations from 1999 to 2019. The wide range of
domains that have been examined speak to the potential power of
sanctification as an important perceptual psychospiritual process
that cuts across many facets of life. The breadth of findings,
however, can make it difficult to locate and appreciate quantitative
linkages across various subdisciplines in the social sciences. Thus,
our primary purpose was to synthesize the effects sizes of indepen-
dent cases involving desirable and undesirable outcomes across
multiple domains. Specifically, we expected that greater sanctifica-
tion would be tied to greater positive psychosocial adjustment and
less negative functioning, and we explored whether the former link

was stronger than the latter. We also explored whether the sanctifi-
cation of close interpersonal relationships tended to yield stronger
effects relative to the sanctification of other aspects of life.

Method
Identification of Articles for Review

The search to locate the 63 studies used in this meta-analyses was
conducted using the computer databases PsycINFO, ERIC, SocIN-
DEX, Medline, and Psychology & Behavioral Sciences Collection,
using a title and abstract search for the keywords “sanctification” or
“sanctified” or “sacred moments” in the abstract of academic
journals and dissertations on July 19, 2019 for 1999-2019
(n = 458). In addition, we used the reverse search function in
Web of Science to locate 16 additional studies that had used or
adapted the sanctification scales in Mahoney et al. (1999), plus one
dissertation identified by an anonymous journal reviewer. To be
included for full review, a study had to be written in English, report
quantitative findings about psychosocial adjustment, assess sancti-
fication based on a variant of theistic and nontheistic measures from
Mahoney et al. (1999), and be published in peer-reviewed journals
or as a dissertation. We excluded studies that only assessed reli-
giousness or spiritual as criterion variables. After eliminating 48
duplicates documents, we reviewed titles and abstracts for rele-
vance, and identified 104 full-text articles to assess for eligibility.
After examining full manuscripts, we excluded 41 from analyses
because they did not meet inclusionary criteria, or had missing
information about bivariate associations, with no response from the
corresponding authors after we contacted them to request bivariate
associations. Figure 1 summarizes our search process.

Coding Policies

A pair of coders (i.e., second and third author or first and second
author) reviewed and recorded the following descriptive information
about each of the 63 studies used in the current study (see Table 1).
The coders identified whether a study focused on noninterpersonal
facets of life or dyadic interpersonal relationships. They also sorted
the noninterpersonal studies into the descriptive domains of the
human body, dreaming, environment, learning, service, strivings,
work, and Trump election, and the interpersonal studies into the
domains of committed union, forgiveness, marriage, sex in marriage,
sex in committed union, parenting or parent—child relationship,
romantic relationship, sexuality of self, therapist—client relationship,
and division of household tasks. The coders also identified the type of
sample recruited, as well as the gender and religious affiliation of
sample(s) if that characteristic was used to select participants. For
studies where two reporters were used to study the quality of dyadic
relationships (e.g., husbands and wives), we indicate the gender of
participants in the two subsamples when possible.

For primary meta-analytic analyses, the coders identified each
case or group of independent or separate respondents within a study
who completed sanctification items and outcome measures. Coders
identified all of the bivariate correlations reported between sanctifi-
cation measures and each study’s outcome variables for each case,
regardless of whether the authors identified the associations as
statistically significant or not. If the authors examined linkages
between sanctification and psychosocial criteria but did not report
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Figure 1
Locating Sanctification Studies 1999-July 2019
c
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Note. See the online article for the color version for this figure.

bivariate associations (e.g., reported coefficients in the context of
models that controlled for other variables), then we contacted the
authors to request the bivariate associations. In studies where two
respondents (e.g., wives and husbands; parent and offspring) re-
ported their own perceptions about the sanctification of an interper-
sonal relationship (e.g., marriage and parenting) and psychosocial
characteristics of the dyadic relationship, each subsample was
treated as a separate case. As seen in Table 1, one aggregate
bivariate correlation was calculated across of all the positive out-
comes assessed within a given study for its target case or group of
participants. Likewise, one aggregate bivariate correlation was
generated for each study for the negative outcomes reported for
the target case. Hence, only one association from each case within a
given study was used to generate weighted effect sizes for each type
of psychosocial functioning across all studies; this was done to avoid
having a disproportionate number of significant correlations from
any given study skew results for links between sanctification and
either positive or negative psychosocial adjustment. We also took
this conservative approach to avoid the risk that a given study that
used intercorrelated criterion measures/constructs would inflate the
influence of the study and thereby inflate the overall effect size
across studies. Thus, consistent with Hunter et al. (1982) and

Hedges and Olkin (1985), when multiple positive or negative
psychosocial measures were used within a given study, statistically
significant and nonsignificant associations were averaged into one
overall effect size for each type of psychosocial functioning.

In studies where both the theistic and nontheistic sanctification
measures were used, the coders aggregated the correlations from the
two subscales. We did this because only 21 studies across divergent
domains reported results separately for each subscale, and these two
indices are typically moderately to highly correlated. More impor-
tantly, both indices could be expected to be correlated similarly with
psychosocial outcomes based on the studies conducted thus far with
predominately in U.S. samples (Pargament et al., 2017; Pargament
& Mahoney, 2005). Notably, in 10 of the 19 studies where the two
indices were combined into one total sanctification score, their
correlation was, on average, r = .68 (SD = .16). This figure is
higher than the 13 of the 21 studies that reported separate bivariate
associations of theistic and nontheistic sanctification with psycho-
social outcomes. In these 13 studies, the correlation between theistic
and nontheistic sanctification was, on average, r = .57 (SD = .09).
In another 14 studies, only theistic sanctification was assessed, and
in 9 studies, only nontheistic sanctification was assessed. Overall,
the authors appeared to make assumptions that separate or combined
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indices were especially relevant for the type of sample and/or
domain. For the purposes of this meta-analysis, however, we had
no strong theoretical or empirical reason to propose that the type of
sanctification index would moderate the linkages, despite likely
differences in the mean levels of each type of sanctification across
various domains or subsamples.

We coded whether the criterion variables captured positive or
negative psychosocial functioning. There were 10 variables across
all 63 studies that we judged as unlikely to elicit a clear consensus in
the field of psychology as reflecting positive or negative functioning
(less than 4% of all criterion variables); these included: (a) Dividing
household labor according to divine prescription (Chan et al.,
2014); (b) parent rating of child’s affective discomfort (Volling
et al. (2009); (c) perceived obstacles to strivings (Mahoney, Carels,
et al., 2005); (d) disapproval of alcohol consumption and (e)
disapproval of illicit drug use (Mahoney, Carels, et al., 2005); (f)
avoidance of forgiveness (Davis et al., 2012); (g) commitment to
empiricism, (h) tutoring the imagination & (i) positive childhood
recollections (Doehring et al., 2009), and (j) parental preference of
the child (Lynn et al., 2016). The bivariate associations for these 10
variables were not included when we generated an aggregated,
weighted effect size. Reliability between the two coders in extract-
ing and labeling the individual bivariate correlations between
measures of sanctification and psychosocial adjustment was 85%
or higher; the coders consulted with each other to resolve coding
discrepancies prior to creating aggregate r coefficients.

Data Analyses

We used Metawin to convert r coefficients into standardized zr’s,
which were weighted by N (number of participants). To aid in the
interpretability of the results, we converted the z7’s back to r’s to
display the final results in Table 2. We use the term cases when
referring to individual effect sizes (i.e., ’s) from our studies and
reserve the term effect size (i.e., zr’s that were converted back to r’s)

Table 2
Summary Statistics for Sanctification and Outcomes

for standardized overall effect sizes. Table 1 includes four pairs of
studies marked with the same superscript letter (a, b, c, or d); these
pairs used the same or nearly the same respondents from the same
data set across both studies. Thus, in our meta-analysis, the samples
in these four pairs of studies were not treated as independent;
instead, they were combined and treated as a single case for each
reporter for the findings reported in Table 2. For example, the
respondents used in Benjamins et al. (2011) and Ellison et al.
(2008) were drawn from the same national survey, and thus they
were treated as a single independent case (i.e., N = 1091.5, mean
r = —.04) when generating summary statistics for Table 2, which is
the average across both studies. The same procedure was followed
for the other three pairs of studies that used the same respondents.

As can be seen in Table 2, across all 63 studies used in this meta-
analysis, we identified 66 effects involving positive psychosocial
outcomes and 43 involving negative psychosocial outcomes. For the
34 studies targeting an interpersonal relationship, we identified 41
positive and 23 negative effects. For the 26 studies that focused on a
noninterpersonal facet of life, we identified 23 and 18 effects
involving positive and negative psychosocial factors, respectively.

Results
Descriptive Information

Table 1 offers descriptive information about each of the 63
studies including the sanctified domain, general type of sample,
each of the positive and negative psychosocial outcomes assessed,
and the aggregated association across positive outcomes and/or
negative outcomes for a given sample. Thirty-seven studies drew
from community samples from the U.S. including those drawn from
local, regional, or multistate geographical areas, 10 studies focused
specifically on college students from U.S. institutions (3 of which
were private Christian institutions), 9 studies used nationally repre-
sentative samples of the targeted group of participants (e.g., adults,

Type of effect

Number of effect sizes

Cumulative effect

size (r) (95% CI) Kendall’s Tau QT statistic Fail-safe test

Overall sanctification and positive adjustment 66 (N = 19,240.17)

Overall sanctification and negative adjustment 43 (N = 14,174.67)
Relational sanctification and positive adjustment 41 (N =9,417)
Nonrelational sanctification and positive adjustment 23 (N =6,778.17)
23 (N = 5,925.00)

Relational sanctification and negative adjustment

Nonrelational sanctification and negative adjustment 18 (N = 5,204.67)

22 -02 38.42 2159.9
(.17-25) (p=.79) df = 65
(p = 1.00)
—-.10 —-.05 21.04 322.0
(~.15-—.06) (p = .67) df = 42
(p = 1.00)
24 .06 32.27 1451.2
(.20-.29) (p = .58) df = 40
(p = .80)
.16 —-.06 20.68 313.6
(11-22) (p = 47) df =22
(p=.54)
—12 -02 11.79 1154
(—.18-—.06) (p = .85) df =22
(p =.96)
—.09 —-.07 14.81 77.2.5
(=.14——.04) (p = .70) df =17
(p=.64)

Note. As seen in Table 1, four pairs of studies are marked with the same superscript letter (a, b, c, or d) because these pairs used the same or nearly the same
respondents from the same data set across both studies. Thus, in our meta-analysis, the samples in these four pairs of studies were not treated as independent; instead,
they were combined and treated as a single case for each reporter for the findings reported in Table 2 and this accounts for the fractions in the number of participants.
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parents, and married couples), 7 studies used samples drawn from a
Christian organization or involved community members affiliated
with a Christian group, 4 studies involved non-U.S. samples, and 1
study combined female college students with those in treatment for
eating disorders. Out of the 63 studies that reported at least one of the
following demographic variables, the majority of participants in our
analyses were female (58.7%), Caucasian (79.4%), and Christian
(76.0%), with the mean age of participants being 39.9, ranging from
Mo = 13.84-74.6.

The average alpha coefficient for the various sanctification mea-
sures was .93, ranging from .66 to .99. Therefore, we assume that the
sanctification measures had satisfactory reliability across studies.
Studies with lower reliability for sanctification used two items to
assess sanctification (e.g., Ellison et al., 2011; Dumas & Nissley-
Tsiopinis, 2006). Studies that used nationally representative samples
typically used one or two items. All sanctification measures were
continuous and used a Likert-type scale, ranging from 5 to 7 points.

Meta-Analyses Results
Sanctification and Positive Psychosocial Functioning

Greater sanctification was consistently tied to greater positive
psychosocial adjustment. Specifically, a random-effects model
across 66 cases (N = 19,240.17) yielded a weighted mean effect
size r of .22 (95% CI = .17-.26). According to Cohen (1988), this
was a small-to-medium effect size. Using Rosenthal’s (1979) fail-
safe test, there would need to be 2,159.9 nonsignificant findings to
change our conclusion. Kendall’s Tau was —.02, p = .79, suggesting
no publication bias. The Q-test was also nonsignificant, Q = 38.42
(p = 1.00); this indicates that the variance among the effect sizes did
not exceed what would be expected given sampling error.

Sanctification and Negative Psychosocial Functioning

Greater sanctification was tied to less negative functioning as
reflected by a weighted mean effect size r of —0.10 (95%
Cl =—-.15 to —.06) in a random-effects model across 43 cases
(N = 14,174.67). According to Cohen (1988), this was a small effect
size. Using the fail-safe test, there would need to be 322.0 nonsignificant
findings to change this conclusion. Kendall’s Tau was —.05, p = .67,
suggesting no publication bias. The Q-test was also nonsignificant,
21.04 (p = 1.00).

Sanctification of Interpersonal Relationships

The weighted mean effect size between the sanctification of close
interpersonal relationships across 41 cases (N = 9,417) with positive
functioning was r = 0.25 (95% CI = .20-.30) and r = —.12 (95%
CI = —.18 to —.06) for negative functioning across 23 cases (N =
5,925.00). According to Cohen (1988), the effect size for positive func-
tioning was small-to-medium in size, and was small in size for nega-
tivefunctioning. Using the fail-safe method, there wouldneed tobe 1,451.2
and 115.4 nonsignificant findings, respectively, to change these two effect
sizes. The Kendall’s Tau was .06 (p = .58) and —.02 (p = .85), respec-
tively, for these effects which suggests neither was vulnerable to publica-
tion bias. The Q-tests for positive (i.e., 32.27, p = .80) and negative
(i.e., 11.79, p = .96) effects were also nonsignificant.

Sanctification of Noninterpersonal Domains

The weighted mean effect size between the sanctification of non-
interpersonal domains across 23 cases (N = 6,778.17) with positive
functioning was r = 0.16 (95% CI = .11-.22) and r = —.08 (95%
Cl=-.13 to —.03) for negative functioning across 18 cases
(N = 5,204.67). According to Cohen (1988), both of these effect
sizes are small in magnitude. Using the fail-safe method, there would
need to be 313.6 and 77.2 nonsignificant findings, respectively, to
change these two effect sizes. The Kendall’s Tau was —.06 (p = .47)
and —.07 (p = .70), respectively, for these effects which suggests
neither was vulnerable to publication bias. The Q-tests for positive
(i.e., 20.68, p = .54) and negative (i.e., 14.81, p = .61) effects were
also nonsignificant.

Discussion

The results of this meta-analysis indicate that the sanctification
construct offers the field of the psychology of religion and spiritually
one promising psychospiritual construct that is applicable to the
pursuit, preservation, and protection of a wide range of life
endeavors and experiences. Across diverse facets of life, greater
sanctification was consistently tied to greater positive psychosocial
adjustment, with a small-to-medium size of the effect (i.e., r = .22)
across cases. Greater sanctification was also related to less maladap-
tive adjustment within a given domain of life, with a small effect size
(i.e., r = —.10). When looking at the sanctification of close human
relationships, the association with positive psychosocial functioning
emerged as the strongest effect (i.e., » = .24) compared to negative
adjustment (i.e., r = —.12) as well as to the links of sanctification of
noninterpersonal domains with positive (i.e., r = .16) or negative
(i.e., r = —.09) functioning. Based on QT statistics, the data did not
evidence substantial heterogeneity. This indicates that effect sizes
did not diverge markedly across samples. As a reminder, however,
we averaged the correlations of positive and negative outcomes
within each set of independent cases; thus, our analyses could not
detect the extent of variability within each type of outcome.
According to Kendall’s Tau statistics, our findings do not appear
to be vulnerable to publication bias. Similarly, the fail-safe statistics
indicate that well over 1,000 nonsignificant findings would be
needed to change our conclusions regarding positive outcomes
tied to the sanctification across all domains and sanctification of
interpersonal relationships, with approximately 55-313 studies
needed to nullify the other effects.

The consistent linkages we found between sanctification and
better psychosocial adjustment across multiple domains of life
are in accord with theory suggesting that people may invest more
efforts into and derive more psychosocial benefits from sanctified
dimensions of their lives (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005; Pargament
et al., 2017). Our findings also suggest that many seemingly secular
aspects of life can be an important source of spiritual value and
meaning. In that sense, the construct of sanctification broadens the
psychological inquiry about ways religion and spirituality can
function as a resource to domains that have been relatively unex-
plored, such as work, one’s body, the environment, marriage and
romantic unions, and family life (Mahoney et al., 2013). On the
practical side, the studies point to the value in exploring and perhaps
encouraging the capacity to see a deeper spiritual dimension to what
may seem to be ordinary dimensions of life (Pargament et al., 2017).
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Such capacities may represent a distinctive wellspring of inspiration
and resilience for many people as they navigate normative devel-
opmental tasks across the lifespan. This includes creating and
maintaining commitments to close relationships and family bonds,
educational endeavors, work and careers, religious or civic institu-
tions, and personal health and well-being.

In line with the significance that world religions place on close
interpersonal bonds, our findings also highlight that sanctification
clearly correlates with better relational functioning; the findings
were less robust for noninterpersonal domains. The array of relation-
ships that sanctification applies to include heterosexual marriages as
well as same-sex partnerships, sexual unions, and parent—child
relationships in families headed by married and single parents.
Thus, the more people sanctify their relationships, the more they
may invest effort in and derive benefits from forming and main-
taining ties with loved ones, even if those bonds extend beyond
heterosexual marriage (Mahoney, 2010). Furthermore, although
most studies on sanctification involve cross-sectional data, an
experimental study found greater sanctity of a romantic relationship
predicted less infidelity (Fincham et al., 2010), and two studies
using longitudinal data have found that greater sanctification of
marriage predicted more positive communication between spouses
during observed interactions (Kusner et al., 2014; Padgett et al.,
2019). We look forward to additional research that uses longitudinal
designs to replicate and extend knowledge about the potential
predictive power of sanctification across multiple domains.

Notably, the theistic and nontheistic sanctification measures were
designed to allow for that possibility that researchers could investi-
gate aspects of life that some people might view as sacred whereas
others might view as a sacred violation or loss. Example include
cohabiting or nonmarital sexual unions, divorce, unpopular political
agendas or leaders, and war. An array of potentially fruitful, but less
controversial, domains also await investigation such as the sanctity of
volunteer or scientific work, friendship, and various roles in helping
professions (e.g., education and medicine). In pursuing such
research, we support researchers adapting the sanctification subscales
to map onto particular domains of life. At the same time, we
recommend using multiitems subscales for optimal internal consis-
tency and keeping the items, especially the theistic items, sufficiently
broad to apply to diverse worldviews about deities. In addition, more
work needs to be conducted on non-Western samples with careful
attention paid to adapting theistic and nontheistic sanctification items
as needed. Studies are also needed to identify factors that predict
sanctification (e.g., Doehring et al., 2009). Where does “sanctifica-
tion” come from? What are the developmental, cultural, and indi-
vidual difference factors facilitate peoples’ sacred perceptions?
Finally, efforts to translate basic findings into more applied work
would benefit from more research on the potential downside of
sanctification, such as setting people up for more distress when a
sacred aspect of life is threatened, violated, or harmed (e.g., Hawley
et al., 2015; Mahoney, 2010; Pargament et al., 2005). Such work
would enhance the sensitivity needed to implement psychospiritual
education programs designed to facilitate the spiritual processes of
viewing various aspects of life as sacred.

Moving forward, we hope researchers delve into whether the two
types of sanctification yield similar or distinctive results across
subsamples and explore other moderators that may impact the size
of the association between sanctification and psychosocial outcomes.
In addition, the strength of associations between sanctification and

psychosocial adjustment may vary based on the type of (non)religious
subgroup or cultural context (e.g., predominantly monotheistic or
not), demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, and education),
and outcome measure used. For example, the nontheistic items may or
may not be relatively more potent for the increasing number of
younger Americans who reject involvement in organized religious
groups but still report belief in God/Universal spirit. Sanctification
may function as a single latent construct in some contexts, whereas
this may not be the case for other samples or domains. Researchers,
however, also need to avoid making premature assumptions that
sanctification is irrelevant in subgroups that are likely to report lower
mean levels of sanctification than other subgroups without testing this
premise. For example, although sexual minorities may less often
endorse theistic or nontheistic sanctification of their sexual relation-
ship with their spouses or partners compared to heterosexuals, the
strength of these correlations with relational outcomes may be similar
for both groups. By analogy, although women tend to attend religious
services more often than men, both men and women may report
similarly helpful (or harmful) outcomes for low, moderate, and high
levels of attendance, depending on the topic under investigation.
Qualitative studies could also help elucidate for whom sanctification
is relevant. For example, Deal & O’Grady, 2020 found links between
the nontheistic sanctification of nature and psychosocial functioning
for nontheist environmental justice activists despite these same
participants endorsing a neutral score on the sacred adjectives scale
(Deal & Magyar-Russell, 2018). Finally, researchers need to report
the correlation between theistic and nontheistic scales if both are used,
and offer a clear rationale for their choices in selecting the sub-
scale(s) used.

In summary, the scientific study of sanctification represents an
exciting and potentially fruitful line of basic research that we hope
will continue to grow rapidly in the future. The consistent findings
from 63 studies across diverse sociological and psychological
subspecialty areas robustly support the following take-away con-
clusion—viewing life through a sacred lens represents a promising
phenomenon of interest for the field, one that expands research on
religion and spirituality beyond abstract beliefs about the heavenly
phenomenon to ways that people infuse earthly life with divine
significance and meaning. The findings from this growing body of
research demonstrate that the process of sanctification holds signifi-
cant implications for both positive (Hawley et al., 2015) and
negative psychosocial adjustment. As significantly, these findings
call for further attention to (a) the long-term implications of
sanctification for relational well-being and personal health; (b)
the factors that may mediate and moderate the linkages between
sanctification and psychosocial adjustment; and (c) the practical
value of fostering the capacity to see life through a sacred lens
among people facing challenges in their daily lives and/or clinical
levels of distress in their relationships or psychological functioning.
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