
33

ORTHODOX CATECHISM AFFECTS GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN ADOLESCENTS’ NEEDS FOR AFFILIATION AND ACHIEVEMENT 

AND ALTERS THEIR SENSE OF PURPOSE IN LIFE
Ana Volarevic1, Bojana Simovic Markovic2, Nikola Jankovic1, Sanja Bojic1, Nebojsa Zdravkovic1

1Faculty of Medical Sciences, University of Kragujevac, Serbia
2Centre for Molecular Medicine and Stem Cell Research, Faculty of Medical Sciences , University of Kragujevac, Serbia

UTICAJ PRAVOSLAVNOG KATIHIZISA NA RAZLIČITO ISPOLJAVANJE 
SMISLA ŽIVOTA, AFILIJATIVNE MOTIVACIJE I MOTIVA POSTIGNUĆA 

ADOLESCENATA MUŠKOG I ŽENSKOG POLA
Ana Volarević1, Bojana Simović Marković2, Nikola Janković1, Sanja Bojić1, Nebojša Zdravković1

1Fakultet medicinskih nauka, Univerzitet u Kragujevcu, Kragujevac, Srbija
2Centar za molekularnu medicinu i istrazivanje maticnih celija, Fakultet medicinskih nauka, Univerzitet u Kragujevcu, Kragujevac, Srbija

Correspondence:

Ana Volarevic, Faculty of Medical Sciences, Svetozara Markovica 69, 34 000 Kragujevac, Serbia

volarevic_ana@yahoo.com

ABSTRACT

Studies conducted among Catholics and Protestants 

have shown higher levels of prayer and religious experience 

among women compared to men and have suggested that 

these gender diff erences may be a refl ection of diff erences in 

personality and socialization. However, the impact of ortho-

dox religion on adolescents’ psychological and social well-

being remains unknown. 

Th e aim of this study was to investigate the infl uence of Or-

thodox religious studies (Orthodox Catechism) on gender diff er-

ences in adolescents’ needs for affi  liation and achievement and 

their eff ect on adolescents’ attitudes about their purpose in life.

Th is study is the fi rst to show that Orthodox Catechism af-

fects adolescents’ needs for affi  liative and achievement motiva-

tion in a gender-dependent manner. Orthodox Catechism en-

hances the competition motives of male adolescents and has a 

signifi cant infl uence on the development of emotional support 

and goal achievement as well as providing a source of pleasure 

for female adolescents. Th us, the Orthodox Catechism is relat-

ed to gender diff erences in adolescents’ sense of purpose in life. 
In conclusion, our fi ndings emphasize the eff ects of the 

Orthodox Catechism on the expression of adolescents’ 

psycho-emotional characteristics, demonstrating that the 

Orthodox religion has a positive infl uence on adolescents’ 

needs for affi  liation and achievement and aff ects their at-

titudes about their purpose in life. 
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achievement, motive, purpose in life
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SAŽETAK

Studije sprovedene među katolicima i protestantima su 

pokazali veći stepen religioznog iskustva kod žena u odnosu 

na muškarce, sugerišući da se ove razlike mogu odraziti i ra-

zlikama u psihološkim karakteristikama ličnosti i u njihovoj 

socijalizaciji i ponašanju. Međutim, uticaj pravoslavne reli-

gije na razvoj psiholoških i socijalnih karakteristika adoles-

cenata je i dalje nepoznat.

Cilj ove studije je bio da se ispita uticaj učenja pravoslav-

ne religije (Pravoslavni katihizis) na razlike među polovima 

u razvoju i ispoljavanju motiva postignuća i afi lijativne mo-

tivacije adolescenata kao i da se utvrdi da li ove razlike utiču 

na stavove adolescenata o smislu života.

U ovom radu, po prvi put je pokazano da Pravoslavni 

katihizis utiče na razvoj motiva postignuća i afi lijativne mo-

tivacije adolescenata različito kod muškaraca i žena. Pravo-

slavni katihizis pojačava takmičarski motiv muških adoles-

cenata, ima značajan uticaj na razvoj emocionalne podrške i 

postizanje cilja kao izvor zadovoljstva ženskih adolescenata 

i utiče na stavove adolescenata o smislu života .

Rezultati predstavljeni u ovom istraživanju ukazuju da 

Pravoslavni katihizis utiče na ekspresiju psiho-emocionalnih 

karakteristika adolescenata pokazujući da pravoslavna reli-

gija ima pozitivan uticaj na razvoj motiva postignuća, afi li-

jativne motivacije i da na pozitivan način utiče na stavove 

adolescenata o smislu života.

Ključne reči: Pravoslavni katihizis, pol, afi li-jativna 

motivacija, motiv postignuća, smisao života
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INTRODUCTION

For believers, complete and true devotion and obedi-

ence to God is a constant source of spiritual, emotional, and 

moral energy and is helpful in resisting destructive envi-

ronmental attacks as well as social and mental disruption 

(1). For the past few decades, researchers have systematical-

ly investigated connections between religiosity and mental 

health and have identified a consistent relationship between 

them in adolescent populations (2-5). 

Higher levels of religiosity and spirituality in adoles-

cents have been associated with better mental health (6), 

a reduction in the negative effects of psychiatric disorders 

on suicidal thoughts (7-8), and protective effects for the 

emotional and physical well-being of adolescents exposed 

to traumatic events (9-10). 

A general conclusion in the psychological literature 

is that women are more religious than men (11). Studies 

conducted among Catholics and Protestants have shown 

higher observance of prayer and religious experience 

among women compared to men, suggesting that these 

gender differences may reflect differences in personality 

and socialization (11). 

Affiliation and achievement motives are important for 

the psychological and social well-being of young adults (12). 

Achievement motivation is an important issue for psycholo-

gists of religion because it has been correlated with person-

ality traits and religiosity (12). Moreover, gender differences 

in achievement motivation have been studied widely in the 

context of academic achievement (13) because gender dif-

ferences in motivation have been found to predict adoles-

cents’ differences in academic achievement (14).  

Affiliative motivation, defined as the desire to get along 

with another person to create, preserve, or re-establish 

positive relations, is closely related to religiosity. Religion 

helps people to affiliate and coordinate with one another 

to maintain a distinctive social identity (15-16). However, 

this positive effect of religion on affiliative motivation may 

be culture-specific. Many religious traditions differenti-

ate between the religious obligations of men and women, 

which also affects affiliative motivation (17). 

The influence of religiousness on adolescents’ needs 

for affiliation and achievement is carried over direct 

physiological pathways. Religious studies have examined 

gender  differences in these personal traits, and a positive 

association has been found between intrinsic religious ori-

entation and a sense of purpose in life among Catholics 

and Protestants (18-19). A greater sense of purpose in life 

has also been found among intrinsically religiously ori-

ented adolescents of both genders. A sense of purpose in 

life is positively related to the happiness, life satisfaction, 

and general psychological well-being of young adults (19). 

In addition, religious education has a positive impact on 

the sense of purpose in life, and individuals who describe 

themselves as having strong religious faith are happier 

and more satisfied with their lives. This finding indicates 

that spirituality and religiosity are important psychologi-

cal mechanisms for managing adolescents’ stressful life 

events (6).

The consistency of the previously discussed findings 

across a diversity of samples, designs, methodologies, 

religiousness, and population characteristics serves to 

strengthen the inference of a positive association between 

religion and adolescents’ emotional well-being. However, 

all of these studies were conducted among Catholics, Prot-

estants, Jews, and Muslims. The impact of Orthodox reli-

gion on adolescents’ needs for affiliation and achievement 

remains unknown. 

This research examines the influence of the Orthodox 

religion (Orthodox Catechism) on the gender differences 

in adolescents’ needs for affiliation and achievement that 

affect their attitudes about their purpose in life.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The participants in this study were adolescents (18-21 

years old) who were students of the Faculty of Medical 

Sciences, University of Kragujevac, Serbia (N=435). Male 

and female participants were divided into two groups de-

pending on their studies during high school: Orthodox 

Catechism or civic education. The study was approved by 

the Ethical Committee of the Faculty of Medical Sciences, 

University of Kragujevac, Serbia.

Psychological tests

The students responded to standardized psychological 

tests (the purpose in life scale, the need for affiliation test, 

and the need for achievement test) that were previously 

standardized in the Serbian population . 

Need for achievement test 

The need for achievement test was used to measure 

the achievement motivation of adolescents. This test is an 

adaptation of the original scale constructed by David Mc-

Clellan (20). It contains 55 items that assess four factors 

of achievement motivation: competition (example: “The 

biggest motivation for me is competition with others”), 

perseverance in achieving a goal (example: “I always finish 

the job that I started”), achievement of a goal as a source 

of pleasure (example: “Just the thought that I managed to 

accomplish a goal is positive for me”), and orientation to-

wards planning (example: “I feel great satisfaction when 

I manage to complete my daily plan”). These four com-

ponents are independent of each other, and together they 

form a general achievement motivation factor that is high-

ly correlated with all four sub-factors. The participants 

responded on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (“not true of 

myself”) to 5 (“definitely true of myself”). The scale of the 

negatively worded items (numbers 14, 16, 18, 19, 47, 49, 52, 
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and 55) was reversed before the sum of all items was taken. 

The total score was calculated as the sum of all items.

Adolescents who scored higher on the “competition” 

sub-scale have a competitive spirit, a desire to be better 

than others, and a need to show people how successful they 

are. Adolescents who scored higher on the “perseverance 

in achieving the goal” sub-scale are willing to spend ma-

nysignificant time and effort to achieve a goal; they know 

what they want, and they do not give up despite the odds. 

Respondents who scored high on the “achievement of the 

goal as a source of pleasure” sub-scale feel good when they 

achieve their goals. Adolescents with high scores on the 

“orientation towards planning” sub-scale prefer to plan 

their activities in advance. 

Need for affiliation test

The need for affiliation test is an adaptation of the In-

terpersonal Orientation Scale by Craig Hill (21). This scale 

has been used to operationalize affiliation. The original 

scale consists of 26 items grouped in four subscales de-

termining four factors of affiliative motivation: emotional 

support (example: “Whenever something bad happens to 

me, it is most helpful for me to spend time with my inti-

mate friends”), social comparison (example: “When I am 

not sure how good I am, it helps me to compare myself 

with other people”), positive stimulation (example: “The 

fact that I can learn something about people gives me great 

pleasure”), and attention (example: “I enjoy when people 

think that I am an important person”). Participants re-

sponded on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (“not true of 

myself”) to 5 (“definitely true of myself”). The total score 

was calculated as the sum of all items. Adolescents who 

had higher scores are considered to be “highly affiliated”; 

they more often seek social contact with others, commu-

nicate more often with colleagues, and visit friends more 

frequently than others. If a respondent had a high score in 

only a single dimension of affiliative motivation, this type 

of affiliative motivation is his/her main motivation for en-

tering into social contacts.

The purpose in life scale 

The purpose of life scale is used to assess adolescents’ 

sense of purpose and meaning in life. This scale is an ad-

aptation of the purpose in life test by James Crumbaugh 

(22). It consists of 23 items that assess the emotional and 

cognitive aspects of purpose in life (representative items: 

“I have discovered satisfying goals and a clear purpose in 

life”; “If I should die today, I would feel that my life has 

been worthwhile”; “My personal existence often seems 

meaningless and without purpose”). The participants re-

sponded on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (“not true of 

myself”) to 5 (“definitely true of myself”). The scale of the 

negatively worded items (numbers 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 15, 16, 

and 20) was reversed before the sum of all items was taken. 

The total score was calculated as the sum of all items.

Procedure

The psychological tests, standardized for the Serbian 

population, were administered anonymously to the stu-

dents in their classrooms. The students volunteered for 

the study after the tester briefly explained its purpose and 

assured them that anonymity would be maintained. If any 

student did not want to participant, he/she was allowed 

to leave the testing session . The data were collected and 

analyzed by a trained psychologist. 

Statistical analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS 

19.0 for Windows software. The results were analyzed 

using Student’s t-test or a Mann-Whitney test on the de-

pendence of normal distribution determined by a Kolm-

ogorov-Smirnov test. Correlation between the values was 

determined by Pearson’s correlation. The data were ex-

pressed as the mean ± standard error (SEM). Values of p 

<0.05 were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

Orthodox Catechism enhances achievement

of the goal as a source of pleasure

among female adolescents

As shown in Figure 1, Orthodox religious education 

enhances the motivation to achieve goals as a source of 

pleasure among female adolescents. Female students had 

significantly higher scores on the “achievement of the goal 

as a source of pleasure” sub-scale in comparison with male 

students (p<0.01). The results from the male and female 

adolescents who studied civic education, who were used 

as the control group in this test, showed no significant dif-

ference on the “achievement of the goal as a source of plea-

sure” sub-scale among these participants. 

The Pearson correlation test further confirmed the influ-

ence of the Orthodox Catechism on the development of mo-

tivation for the achievement of a goal as a source of pleasure 

among female adolescents. There was a significant correla-

tion between gender and the score on the “achievement of the 

goal as a source of pleasure” sub-scale among students who 

studied the Orthodox Catechism (r=0, 223; p<0,01), where-

as there was no significant correlation in these parameters 

among adolescents who studied civic education.

Orthodox Catechism enhances

competition motive of male adolescents

The results obtained for the “competition” sub-scale of 

the need for achievement test (Figure 2) showed a signifi-

cantly higher score among male adolescents who studied 

Orthodox Catechism compared to female students (p < 
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0.05). On the contrary, there was no significant difference 

in the “competition” sub-scale between male and female 

adolescents who studied civic education, suggesting that 

the Orthodox Catechism enhances the competition mo-

tives of male adolescents.

As shown in Table 1, there were no significant differenc-

es for the scores on the “perseverance in achieving the goal” 

and “orientation toward planning” sub-scales between the 

examined participants, suggesting that competition mo-

tives and achievement of the goal as a source of pleasure 

were mainly affected by the Orthodox Catechism.   

              

Orthodox Catechism has a significant influence on 

the development of emotional support as a major affili-

ative motive among female adolescents 

The results obtained on the need for affiliation test 

(Figure 3) showed that emotional support is the main af-

filiative motive of female adolescents who studied Ortho-

dox Catechism (p <0.05) and civic education (p <0.01). 

The Pearson correlation test showed a significant 

correlation between gender and emotional support only 

among adolescents who studied the Orthodox Catechism 

(r=0,145; p<0,05), indicating that the Orthodox Catechism 

has a significant influence on the development of emo-

tional support as a major affiliative motive among female 

adolescents.

As shown in Table 1, there were no significant differ-

ences for the scores on the sub-scales determining social 

comparison, positive stimulation, and attention between 

the examined participants, suggesting that emotional 

support is the main motive for female adolescents to enter 

into social contacts.

Orthodox Catechism affects male adolescents’ sense 

of purpose in life

Only among adolescents who studied civic education, 

there was significant but negative correlation between 

gender and the purpose in life score (r=-0,159; p<0,05). 

Additionally, female adolescents who studied civic educa-

tion scored significantly higher on the purpose of life scale 

compared to male students who studied civic education. 

As shown in Figure 4, Orthodox Catechism affects male 

adolescents’ sense of purpose in life. Male adolescents who 

studied the Orthodox Catechism scored higher on the 

purpose of life scale then male students who studied civic 

education, with a loss of statistical significance between 

the genders among adolescents who studied the Orthodox 

Catechism.

DISCUSSION

The role of Orthodox religion in the expression of the 

psycho-emotional and social characteristics of adolescents 

is completely unknown. This study is the first to demon-

Figure 1. Th e results obtained on the “achievement of the goal as a 

source of pleasure” sub-scale of the need for achievement test

Figure 2. Th e results obtained on the “competition” sub-scale of the need 

for achievement test

Figure 3. Th e results obtained on the “emotional support” sub-scale of 

the need for affi  liation test

Figure 4. Results obtained on the purpose in life scale
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strate that Orthodox religious education shows gender dif-

ferences in  adolescents’ needs for affiliation and achieve-

ment, altering their sense of purpose in life.

Numerous studies have examined the relationship be-

tween religiosity and gender differences with regard to affili-

ative and achievement motivation (15-16, 23-24). This study 

is the first to show that the Orthodox Catechism significantly 

enhances the achievement of a goal as a source of pleasure 

among female adolescents (Figure 1) and enhances the com-

petition motive of male adolescents (Figure 2). Our data are in 

line with the results obtained by Allan Wigfield (25), suggest-

ing that male students are more likely to express a competi-

tion motive due to their higher competence beliefs in sports 

activities, whereas female adolescents are more likely to ex-

press achievement motives that are related to social activities, 

satisfaction, and enjoyment. It seems that Orthodox religious 

education stimulates the expression and/or development of 

achievement motives, which are rooted in the socialization 

processes of male and female adolescents (23). These find-

ings are consistent with the notion that religious education 

serves the relational function of establishing a shared sense 

of reality that helps to maintain and coordinate important 

social relationships (12). We are the first to show the relation 

between the Orthodox religion and emotional support. Our 

data indicate that the Orthodox Catechism has a significant 

influence on the development of emotional support as a major 

affiliative motive among female adolescents (Figure 3). Our 

data are in line with previous studies conducted among Prot-

estants and Catholics, as reviewed by Ji and colleagues (26), 

supporting the belief that the Christian religion advances 

the development of emotional support among female adoles-

cents. Importantly, these pro-social traits or emotional dis-

positions are typical of religiosity not only among Protestants 

and Catholics but also among Buddhists, Jews, and Muslims 

(26). According to Saroglou (27), religious people tend to at-

tribute high importance to the value of benevolence, which 

is the motivational essence of emotional support. Religious 

people feel, think, and value things in a way that emphasizes 

the importance of others’ interests and needs, suggesting 

pro-sociality as a key and universal characteristic of religious 

personality (27). It should be emphasized that among Prot-

estants, Catholics, and Hindus, women are concluded to be 

more religiously active than men and have strongly expressed 

motives toward emotional support (11). In line with these 

findings, our data indicate that among Orthodox Christians, 

emotional support is the main affiliative motive and is par-

ticularly expressed among women.

A strong and an intrinsic religious orientation might 

be sufficient for young adults to achieve a sense of pur-

pose in life. In turn, purpose in life is positively associated 

with life satisfaction and has a strong positive correlation 

with subjective well-being (19). Accordingly, we found that 

male adolescents who studied Orthodox Catechism had a 

higher score on the purpose of life scale then male stu-

dents who studied civic education, with a loss of statisti-

cal significance between genders among adolescents who 

studied Orthodox Catechism. Our results are in line with 

data obtained by Martin Pinquart, who found small gen-

der differences and an age-associated decline of purpose 

in life only in populations of older adults (28). According 

to Pinquart, there are no gender differences in purpose in 

life among young adults because most middle-aged peo-

ple experience, for the first time, age-associated losses of 

sources of their purpose in life after they realize that some 

of their previous long-term goals are not realistic  (28).

CONCLUSIONS

This study is the first to show that the Orthodox 

Catechism affects adolescents’ needs for affiliative and 

achievement motivation in a gender-dependent manner. 

The Orthodox Catechism enhances the competition mo-

tives of male adolescents and has a significant influence on 

the development of emotional support and achievement of 

goals as a source of pleasure among female adolescents. 

Thus, the Orthodox Catechism is related to gender differ-

ences in adolescents’ sense of purpose in life.
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Sub-scale

Orthodox Catechism

female vs. male

(Mean ± SE)

civic education

female vs. male

 (Mean ± SE)

Perseverance in achieving the goal 61.37 ± 0.56  vs. 60.02 ± 1.14 60.56 ± 0.57  vs. 58.54 ± 0.93

Orientation toward planning 26.66 ± 0.59  vs. 26.65 ± 0.99 27.29 ± 0.49  vs. 25.71 ± 1.02

Social comparison 12.69 ± 0.22  vs. 12.58 ± 0.47 12.52 ± 0.20  vs. 13.29 ± 0.34

Positive stimulation 16.76 ± 0.31  vs. 17.00 ± 0.50 16.49 ± 0.26  vs. 16.10 ± 0.46

Attention 12.17 ± 0.31  vs. 13.17 ± 0.46 12.03 ± 0.22  vs. 12.40 ± 0.43

Table 1. Th e mean values obtained on the need for achievement and need for affi  liation tests
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