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Abstract 

Cultural life script (CLS) represents culturally shared expectations of the order and timing of 

important life events and guide the way we remember our lives. It is influenced by factors such 

as culture, gender, and age. However, the effects of religion on CLS are still under-investigated. 

Here, we examined the life scripts of followers of five world religions (Buddhism, Christianity, 

Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism). Across religions, the majority of the CLS events were regarded 

by the participants as positive, important, and prevalent and, further, were expected to occur in 

early life. There were significant effects of religion on importance and valence of CLS. In 

addition to a dominance of events from young adulthood, we found an unusually high frequency 

of events occurring within the first decade of life across all religions, many of which were 

construed as religious events. Differences in content and characteristics of some CLS events 

were also identified, predicated on religious teachings. Religiosity was positively related to 

importance and valence of CLS, as well as a number of religion-related events that participants 

included in their CLSs. Age and gender had marginal effects on CLS. Overall, the findings 

suggest surprising homogeneity in CLS across religions, despite notable variations. 

Keywords: cultural life script, religion, autobiographical memory, religiosity, 

reminiscence bump  
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Cultural Life Scripts Across Religions: The Influence of Religion on Expectations About Life 

A cultural life script (CLS) is a collective cognitive structure that is shared among people 

within a specific culture. It represents shared expectations of the order and timing of important 

life events within a prototypical life course (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004). In general, a CLS is 

obtained by asking respondents to provide a number of important events that are expected to 

occur in a typical life in their culture. Cultural life script theory is one of the frameworks applied 

to describe and better account for the distribution of autobiographical memories of important life 

events across the life span. It may serve to explain the reminiscence bump of important 

memories—that is, the increased number of recollections from between the ages of 10 and 30, as 

are generated by middle-aged and elderly adults—upon being requested to recall events from 

their personal past (cf. Rubin, Wetzler, & Nebes, 1986). 

Numerous studies have investigated the influences of CLS on memory and other 

psychological phenomena. Bohn (2010), for example, found that life story memories—that is, 

important personal memories that are central to one’s life—corresponded highly with life script 

events (for similar findings, see Rubin, Berntsen & Hutson, 2009; Zaragoza Scherman, Salgado, 

Zhao, & Berntsen, 2017). CLSs affect the way we remember our personal life stories, because 

they help to parse out one's personal life story into chapters by marking starting and ending 

points of chapters (Thomson & Berntsen, 2008). They also provide schema-based search-like 

descriptions to guide retrieval from autobiographical memory (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004). In 

addition, CLS plays a vital role in guiding and shaping future life stories (Berntsen & Bohn, 

2010), as it provides an outline for what events to expect and when they are likely to take place 

(Bohn & Berntsen, 2011; Grysman, Prabhakar, Anglin, & Hudson, 2015). CLS also works as a 

cognitive schema that facilitates recollection of narratives, not only factual, but also fictional 
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(Koppel & Berntsen, 2014). Janssen and Haque (2018) found that life scripts are transmitted by 

various means, including personal experiences, experiences of relatives and friends, media, and, 

to a lesser extent, cultural traditions, law and government policies, and religious traditions. 

People of different cultures have differing expectations about their important life events, 

especially with regard to the timing and content of same events; these are largely governed by 

the norms and values in that particular culture. For instance, university entrance exam was an 

event category found in the Chinese (Zaragoza Scherman et al., 2017), Japanese (Janssen, 

Uemiya, & Naka, 2014), and Turkish (Erdoğan, Baran, Avlar, Taş, & Tekcan, 2008) CLSs, 

whereas it was not found in other cultures. These findings may be rooted in the competitive 

nature of the Asian culture that expects students to excel in school and get into top universities. 

Despite some cultural differences, CLS actually possesses universality to a great extent. Previous 

studies show that the content of the CLS events was quite similar across contextual features such 

as culture (e.g., Janssen & Hague, 2018; Zaragoza Scherman et al., 2017), gender (Ottsen & 

Berntsen, 2014), age (e.g., Bohn, 2010; Janssen & Rubin, 2011; Tekcan, Kaya-Kızılöz, & 

Odaman, 2012), and ethnicity (Coleman, 2014). Transitional life events, such as marriage, 

having children, birth, death, education, and job-related events often are the most frequently 

mentioned in the life scripts. The characteristics of the life script events were also generally 

consistent across various samples. In a reanalysis of seven CLS studies, Zaragoza Scherman 

(2013) showed that the lifespan distributions of the CLS events were quite similar across 

cultures, that is, most events were dated to occur during the early decades of life, in line with the 

notion of a reminiscence bump (Rubin et al., 1986). Many studies (e.g., Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; 

Clark & Daggett, 2015; Janssen & Rubin, 2011; Rubin, Berntsen, & Hutson, 2009) have shown 

that life script events are overwhelmingly positive. They also are perceived as highly important 
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and prevalent. However, in some instances, life scripts can be deviant. Jørgensen et al. (2015), 

for example, found that borderline patients reported life scripts that contained fewer normative 

events and had lower typicality scores than those of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) 

patients and a control group. 

Despite an extensive body of literature suggesting commonality of CLS across a wide 

range of contextual aspects, the role of religion in their makeup has been very little investigated. 

Yet religion has played a part in shaping societies and cultures since ancient times. For most, it is 

incorporated into our lives, our traditions, and our practices from birth to death. Even though, 

nowadays, many advanced Western nations are moving away from religion (Voas & Chaves, 

2016), we still can see a myriad of rites and rituals acknowledged, respected, and performed 

around the globe. These religious activities serve people in many ways, such as assuaging grief 

and pain after a loss, providing a sense of legitimacy, and helping make sense of life (Nelson-

Backer & Sangster, 2019). When examining event categories in the published studies about CLS, 

we found that several religion-related events were mentioned by participants from quite variant 

cultures, such as circumcision in Turkish (Erdoğan et al., 2008; Tekcan et al., 2012) and Qatari 

samples (Ottsen & Berntsen, 2014); confirmation in Danish samples (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; 

Bohn & Berntsen, 2008); and baptism and first communion in a Mexican sample (Zaragoza 

Scherman et al., 2017). The inclusion of religion-related events in the recounting of one's life 

scripts— without being prompted directly to think about religion as a part of a prototypical life 

course—suggests that religion, in the main, is an integral part of human life. As such, they may 

influence our CLS in some way. However, this remains to be studied. 

One exception to the dearth of research on religion and CLS is Ottsen and Berntsen 

(2014), who conducted a cross-cultural study that compared Qatari CLS to previous CLS data 
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from Denmark, Turkey, and the US. Qatar is considered less westernized than the previously 

explored countries. It also is a non-secular Islamic country that follows the Muslim tradition 

strictly. Ottsen and Berntsen (2014) found that the Qatari CLS contained more religious events 

than those of the other groups, resulting in an elevated starting point of their age distribution of 

CLS events when compared to the other samples. Qatari participants also perceived their life 

script events more positively than did the other groups. However, the study was conducted with 

university students to make it comparable with the other studies. Currently, we found no study 

that directly compares CLS across religions. 

The aim of the present study was to examine the differences and similarities of CLS 

across major world religions. The religions we chose to include were Buddhism, Christianity, 

Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism. The first four religions are the largest worldwide religions in 

terms of population. Although Judaism does not have as many followers as the other religions, it 

is the second largest religious group, except for the unaffiliated, in the US (Pew Research Center, 

2015), from which we mainly recruited our participants. 

According to the CLS theory (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004), we expected the majority of 

CLS events, especially positive events, to occur during adolescence and early adulthood, which 

are the periods of reminiscence bump. We also expected positive events to be more frequently 

generated than neutral and negative events. We expected participants of different religions to 

generate events related to the religions to which they belonged.  

Method 

Participants 

 We recruited participants online using TurkPrime Prime Panels (Litman, Robinson, & 

Abberbock, 2017), a platform that allows researchers to recruit participants based on specific 
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criteria. The service also provided replacements of unusable responses. Initially we aimed for 80 

participants for each religious group. We excluded participants who did not complete the task or 

provided inattentive responses. We also got some replacement participants which added up to the 

final sample of 434 participants (82 Buddhists, 104 Christians, 72 Hindus, 75 Muslims, and 101 

Jews; mean age 42.22 years, SD = 17.04, see Supplementary Table S1 for gender distribution 

and mean age across religious groups). The majority of the participants (98.62%) lived in the US. 

Only six participants reported that they lived elsewhere1. The project was reviewed by the Center 

on Autobiographical Memory Research ethics committee and they did not find any research-

ethical issues speaking against the implementation of the project. 

Procedure 

 Participants completed demographic questions including age, gender, country of 

residence, and religious belief. They were then asked to generate the seven most important life 

events that, in their regard, were most likely to take place in an ordinary person’s life. The 

instructions for the life script task were taken from Berntsen and Rubin (2004). However, 

because the aim of this study was to explore differences and similarities of life scripts across 

religions, we decided to modify the instruction to emphasize the role of religion as follows 

(emphasis added to show modification):  

This part deals with our expectations to an ordinary life course within your culture and 

religion. Your task is to decide which events are expected to take place in a typical life 

course. You should therefore not think about your own personal life when answering the 

questions, but a prototypical life. There are no right or wrong answers. We are interested 

                                                 
1 We decided to keep the six non-US residents in the analyses as we initially did not limit country of residence when 
we recruited the participants.  ANOVAs of the effects of religion on the characteristics of life script with these few 
participants excluded showed that the exclusion of these participants did not make any difference to the results. 
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in your intuition about these questions. Imagine a quite ordinary infant (choose according 

to your own gender). It cannot be a specific infant that you know, but a prototypical 

infant in your culture and religion with a quite ordinary life course ahead. Your task is to 

write down the seven most important events that you imagine are most likely to take 

place in this prototypical infant's life, from birth to death. Write the events in the same 

order as they come to your mind. Give each event a short title that specifies its content. 

 After completion, participants answered the following questions for each event they 

previously wrote. Prevalence: How common is the event: Out of 100 people how many will 

experience this event at least once during their life? (number of people out of 100 was 

estimated). Importance: How important is the event? (1 = unimportant, 7 = of the greatest 

importance). Age: At what age is the event expected to take place? (estimated age in years). 

Valence: Is the event emotionally positive or negative? (-3 = very negative; +3 = very positive). 

At the end of the survey, they were asked to complete the Centrality of Religiosity Scale 

interreligious 7-items version (CRSi-7) (Huber & Huber, 2012).  The interreligious version 

allowed us to measure religiosity in different religious groups. The scale had a Cronbach’s Alpha 

of 0.85 and norm values from 21 countries. CRSi-7 score ranges from 1.0 to 5.0. In the present 

study, the CRSi-7 had a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.72. 

Life Script Categorization 

Because most participants resided in the US, we classified the life script events using the 

American life script (Rubin et al., 2009, Table 2) as a starting point. We also used categories 

applied in other life script studies (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Bohn & Berntsen, 2008; Janssen et 

al., 2014; Teckan et al., 2012) as references for additional event categories. For the events that 

did not fit into the existing life script categories, we created new categories by keeping them as 
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close as possible to the participants’ original verbal responses, such as first birthday, funeral, 

charity and voluntary work, bonding, and first food experience. Events related to education, 

including kindergarten, begin school, high school, and college, represented different educational 

stages and marked the beginnings of the stages. The event “go to school,” however, referred to a 

relatively broad period of life (Mage = 7.22, SD = 4.91). We did not differentiate graduation 

events into smaller groups, as it would create too many small categories. Therefore, graduation 

marked the ends of multiple educational stages, mostly, high school and college. Work-related 

events were classified into three categories: First job, settle on career, and work. Although 

previous life script studies (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Bohn & Berntsen, 2008) did not include 

“work” in the tables, we found that many participants mentioned this ambiguous event (which 

had a frequency of 23). We therefore included “work” as a category. 

We first created an extensive summary table using a 5% cutoff (cf. Berntsen & Rubin, 

2004) as a criterion to include an event category in the table (Supplementary Table S2). 

Therefore, if any event was mentioned by at least five percent of any religious group, it was 

included as a category in the table. This allowed us to compare the differences and similarities of 

the given life script across religions. For the events related to a specific religious group, we used 

a more sensitive cutoff (due to fewer events). We included the events that were mentioned by 

three or more participants within the group. Religion-specific events were classified based on 

teachings, practices, and scriptures of each religion on the basis of authoritative reviews (Miles et 

al., 2015). For example, the teaching of compassion (karuṇā in Sanskrit) appears in the 

Mahayana Tripitaka of Buddhism (e.g., in Chapter 14 of the Lotus Sutra), or Brit Milah (own 

Bris) is one of the commands in the Torah of Judaism (Genesis 17:11-12 New International 

Version). Some events that may function similarly, but were mentioned by participants of 
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different religious groups, were classified into different categories. To illustrate, if a participant 

in the Muslim group mentioned circumcision, the event fell under a category “Circumcision” 

(Khitan) in the Islamic events. However, if a participant in the Jewish group did the same, it fell 

under a category “own Bris” in the Jewish events. 

 One author (W.T.) coded the data and created categories for the events that did not exist 

in the American life script, as well as categories in the religion-specific event section. After that, 

a research assistant worked as a secondary coder. The rate of agreement between the coders was 

94.1%. Discrepancies were resolved by discussion. 

As we had a relatively large number of participants, and they differed in their religious 

beliefs, this categorization method resulted in a considerably large corpus of event categories 

consisting of 48 general and 27 religion-specific categories (see Supplementary Table S2). In 

order to provide clearer overviews, we reduced the number of event categories presented in 

Table 1 to the 20 most frequently mentioned events across religious groups. 

Afterward, we classified the events into two groups: religion-related events and 

nonreligious events, to see to what extent the participants assimilated religion into their life 

scripts. The religion-related events consisted of all events in the religion-specific categories and 

those that showed religious involvement. For the latter event type, we included events in the 

general categories that were related to religion explicitly, such as pray and learn to pray, being 

taught about religion, and funeral. We also included some events that were specified by 

respondents as having a religious element in their content, for example, marry by a rabbi, Jewish 

wedding, or marry a Catholic person, which showed a determination to marry in a specific way. 

The rest were treated as nonreligious events. The classification was first done by W.T., then by 
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the secondary coder using the same coding scheme. The rate of agreement between the coders 

was 99.1%. 

Results 

 In the following, we first describe the frequency of different cultural life script events 

across the five religion samples. We next examine the temporal distribution of the generated 

events across the life span to see if we replicate previous work showing a peak of positive CLS 

events in young adulthood, and whether the same pattern replicate across religious groups. We 

finally analyze the subjectively rated characteristics of the generated events, such as the age 

estimates, and their agreement across religious groups. 

Event Frequency 

Table 1 compares the 20 most frequently mentioned categories across religious groups in 

terms of event records, percentages, and ranks. The five most frequently mentioned events were 

marriage, having children, graduation, own death, and own birth, respectively. Other events that 

served a sociocultural function (e.g., begin school and first job) were also frequently mentioned 

as a part of the life script. There was good agreement between the ranks of event frequencies in 

the current study and the previous study of the American life script (Rubin et al., 2009), as 

marriage and having children were ranked the first and second most frequently mentioned events 

in both studies. However, the other events varied slightly. Graduation, first birthday, birthday, 

work, enter adulthood, and enter adolescence were the new events that were not among the event 

categories identified by Rubin et al. (2009).  

 When comparing event frequencies across religions, the rank orders were surprisingly 

similar. Nevertheless, a variation in the frequencies and rank orders of the events still existed, 

especially for low-frequency events. Most notably, marriage was the most frequently mentioned 
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event and the only category that ranked the same across religious groups. Contrarily, first 

birthday (48 records, 11.06% of the total sample, ranked the fourteenth) was mentioned by only 

three Jews (see Table 1, 2.97% of the Jewish sample), whereas it was mentioned many more 

times by other religious groups. In addition, for the events that did not reach the top 20 (See 

Supplementary Table S2), pray and learn to pray was mentioned by 11 Muslims (14.67% of the 

Muslim sample, ranked as the twelfth event). However, this event was mentioned only a few 

times by other religious groups and was not mentioned at all by any Buddhist. Furthermore, 

some low-frequency events seemed unique to a religion, even though they were not specific to 

such religion. For example, engagement was generated mainly by the Hindus. Awareness of self 

was derived form from the Buddhist sample. Funeral largely derived from the Hindus and Jews. 

We further explored agreement between the ranks across religions using a correlation matrix 

(Supplementary Table S7). We found that the correlations of the ranks of the 20 most mentioned 

life script events between Hinduism and other religions (rs = .66 to .85) did not overlap with the 

correlations between the other pairs of religions (rs = .87 to .96). The finding suggests that Hindu 

life script slightly differed from the life scripts of followers of the other religions.  

 Table 2 focuses on the event categories that were identified by each religious group. The 

events related to rites and rituals in a specific religion were classified as a part of this table. Table 

2 is a part of the extensive table we initially made (Supplementary Table S2), in which we 

included all event categories that were mentioned by at least three participants in any religious 

group.  For the religion-specific categories, Table 2 shows diagonal matches between event 

categories and religious groups. Most event frequencies fit in well with participants’ religious 

beliefs, that is, participants in a particular religious group generated religious life script events 

that belonged to that religion. However, some religious-specific events were also generated by 
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participants in other religions, for example, Baptism, Communion, and Christmas were 

mentioned by participants who were not in the Christianity group, possibly due to the perception 

of Christianity as the dominant, standard way of living in the US. Further, participants in the 

Buddhism group also generated seven Hindu events. This might be caused by the close 

relationship between Buddhism and Hinduism. Comparing across religious groups, Jews 

mentioned religion-specific events more frequently than the other groups. A total of 21.1% of the 

events generated by the participants in the Jewish group were religion-specific, followed by the 

Hindu group (12.3%), and approximately 6% for the other groups.  

Temporal Distribution 

Our findings are partly consistent with previous studies (e.g., Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; 

Rubin at el., 2009; Ottsen & Berntsen, 2014). In agreement with such previous studies, we found 

a high amount of positive event records in general, and especially during the periods of 

reminiscence bump (Mage = 17.48, SD = 16.46). However, in contrast to most previous work, the 

period that contained the highest amount of life script events was the first period of life (years 0–

9). In our sample, 35.32% of the events took place during this period. We investigated the data 

and found that we had an unusual high amount of records at year 0. We therefore decided to 

create a graph that started with year 0, then followed by 5-year intervals, to emphasize the 

distinctive feature of the event distributions in our sample (see Figure 1). The events that took 

place during the first year of life (year 0) comprised 17.02% of the data, whereas events during 

year 1–5 comprised 13.62% of the data. The events during the reminiscence bump (years 16–30) 

still accounted for 39.51% of the total records.  

 We expected that the modification of the instruction that put an emphasis on the religious 

aspect of the life script might have induced participants to include many religious events in their 
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life scripts. We speculated that these religious events often take place during the early period of 

life, and thus elevated the numbers of records during this life period. To test this hypothesis, we 

used the classification of religion-relatedness that we made early in the process. We excluded the 

religion-related events from the distribution of the life script events. This resulted in the 

distribution indicated by the dashed lines in Figure 1. The drops in the records of the positive 

events during the early life periods (0–5 years) when removing the religion-related events 

accounted for 10.6% of the total records. A similar subtractive method was also used in Ottsen 

and Berntsen (2014) to control for the religious content happening early in life (and resulted in a 

flattened starting point as well). 

Table 1 also shows large numbers of records of the events in the early period of life. Own 

birth, begin walking, begin talking, and kindergarten comprised 11.1% of the data. In addition to 

the previously identified event categories in early childhood, the present study identified new 

event categories that represented other major events in early life in the present study.  First 

birthday (48 counts) and first food experience (18 counts) in the general categories; baptism (24 

counts, Christian); naming ceremony or Namakarana (24 counts, Hindu); haircut ceremony or 

Chudakarana (11 counts, Hindu); own Bris (51 counts, Jewish) in the religion-specific categories 

(Table 2) also constituted large parts of the data (176 counts, 5.8%).  

 When we compared the distributions across religious groups, we found a relatively 

similar pattern across religions. As shown in Figure 2, the temporal distributions of age estimates 

across religions have two peaks: one at the ages of 0–5 years and the other during the 

reminiscence periods around the ages of 16–30 years. Remarkably, the Jewish sample seems to 

have a relatively extended bump period that stretched to the earlier teens (11–15 years) due to a 

high record of the Bar Mitzvah event (n = 63).  



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Psychology of Religion and Spirituality. A 

definitive version was subsequently published in Psychology of Religion and Spirituality. DOI: 10.1037/rel0000392 

 

15 
 

Table 3 represents 31 event categories, including their means and standard deviations of 

age estimate, prevalence, importance, and valence, for all five religious groups taken together. 

We included event categories that were mentioned by at least 15 participants (3.46% of the total 

sample). We employed this lower cutoff instead of the four percent standard that was frequently 

used in other studies (e.g., Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Erdoğan et al., 2008; Janssen et al., 2014; 

Ottsen & Berntsen, 2014), as the latter would leave out as many as 10 low-frequency categories 

in our study. Thus, using this lower cutoff increased sensitivity and allowed a greater diversity of 

events to be seen. In the following, we describe findings related to each of the included 

assessments.  

Event Characteristics 

Age estimate. In general, life script events were estimated to occur early in life (M = 

21.13; SD = 9.45; see Table 3). First, we correlated the column in the Supplementary Table S3 to 

investigate to what extent the age estimates of the events across religions agreed with each other 

(assuming that the age means of event categories can be treated as independent observations), the 

correlations of age means of individual events between religions were also very high, ranging 

from .83 to .99. This suggests high agreement on the age estimates of the life script events across 

religions. We, then, explored the difference of the age estimates across religions. We found no 

significant effect of religion on the age estimates of the events, F(4, 429) = 2.19, p = .070, η² = 

.020. For each event category, we found that participants in different religious groups rated the 

age estimate of each event in the same way, especially for the top events (Table 3 and 

Supplementary Table S3). However, small group differences existed in some categories, such as 

marriage (F(4, 311) = 2.83, p =.025, η² = .035), which Muslims (M = 25.04, SD = 4.38) expected 

to take place earlier than Buddhists (M = 27.41, SD = 2.79), and having children (F(4, 233) = 
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3.34, p =.011, η² = .054), which Muslims (M = 26.67, SD = 5.49) expected to take place earlier 

than Jews (M = 29.37, SD = 3.18). 

 Event prevalence. Participants generally perceived life script events to be very likely to 

occur (M = 76.33, SD = 15.65). Across religions, we found no significant difference of the 

ratings (F(4, 429) = 1.41, p = .230, η² = .013). The ratings of individual events were also very 

similar across religions (Supplementary Table S4). There was no significant difference between 

religions for the top five most frequently mentioned events. 

 Event importance. Overall, there was high agreement on the importance of the life script 

events across religions. The life script events were regarded as highly important (M = 6.29, SD = 

1.08). A between-groups comparison still yielded a significant small effect of religion on 

importance, F(4, 429) = 3.39, p = .010, η² = .031. Post hoc comparisons revealed that Hindus 

rated the importance of the life script events slightly lower than Muslims (Tukey HSD test; 

MHinduism = 6.13, SD = 0.64, and MIslam = 6.39, SD = 0.52). Hindus rated the importance of many 

top events lower than the other groups, such as buy a house, grandchildren, and especially their 

religion-specific events. Buddhists also did so in many events, such as marriage, having children, 

and graduation (Supplementary Table S5). 

Event valence. Positive events accounted for 84.7% of the total events, whereas neutral 

and negative events only accounted for 8.2% and 7.2% of the total, respectively. The overall 

mean rating was highly positive (M = 2.01, SD = 1.54). The correlations of valence means of 

individual events between religions ranged from .62 to .85. This suggests that all groups 

somewhat agreed on the emotional valence of the life script events. However, a small, yet 

significant, effect of religion on the event valence was still found (F(4, 429) = 4.17, p = .003, η² 

= .037). In general, Christians and Muslims rated the life script events as more positive than did 
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Buddhists (MChristainity = 2.21, SD = 1.44; MIslam = 2.13, SD = 1.50 and MBuddhism = 1.80, SD = 

1.56). Interestingly, Buddhists did not rate own death as negative as the other groups (MBuddhism = 

-0.33, SD = 2.01; MTotal = -1.27, SD = 1.98) (Supplementary Table S6). In addition, Buddhists 

also had a distinctively high number of neutral life script events. Of their life script events, 

14.11% were considered neutral (rated as 0 on the valence question), while the proportions were 

less than 10% for the other groups (χ2(1, N = 3032) = 68.21, p < .001). 

Religiosity. Our sample was less religious than the US norm value of CRSi-7 in Huber 

and Huber’s study (2012) (Msample = 3.73, SD = 0.77; Mnorm = 3.92, SD = 0.99; t(1409) = 3.55, p 

< .001). There was a significant difference in religiosity across religious groups (F(4,429) = 

20.25, p < .001). Post hoc comparisons showed that Muslim, Christian, and Hindu groups were 

more religious than Jewish and Buddhist groups. Religiosity correlated weakly and positively 

with importance (r = .13, p = .007) and valence (r = .16, p = .001) of life script events and 

negatively with age estimate (r = -.17, p = .001).  

Importantly, religiosity also correlated weakly and positively with the number of religion-

related events included in life script (r = .11, p = .027). This pattern was quite consistent across 

religions. We found positive correlations between religiosity and numbers of religion-related 

events in the Buddhist (r = .27, p = .013), Christian (r = .24, p = .016), and Muslim (r = .27, p = 

.018) groups. We also found positive, but not significant, correlations, in the Hindu (r = .10, p = 

.418) and Jewish (r = .10, p = .298) groups. 

To examine further the relationship between religiosity and the inclusion of religion-

related events in life script, we divided the participants into three groups based on religiosity 

score, using the 33rd (CRSi7 score = 3.4) and 67th (CRSi7 score = 4.2) percentiles as cutoffs, 

resulting three groups: high, moderate, and low levels of religiosity. We found that a significant 
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difference between the amount of religion-related events the three groups had included (Kruskal–

Wallis H(2) = 6.18, p = .045). Pairwise comparisons showed that participants in the high 

religiosity level group included more religious-related events then participants in the low 

religiosity level group (p = .05, r = .14).  

Age and gender. We correlated participant age with the characteristics of life scripts, and 

found a weak positive correlation between participant age and importance of the life script events 

(r = .21, p < .001). Gender did not significantly affect any of the characteristics of life scripts we 

measured. We also tested whether age and gender would have an interaction effect with religion. 

For age, we binned participant age into three groups (18–30, 31–45, and 46 years or above) to 

run factorial ANOVAs. These age ranges were used because they resulted in relatively equal 

sample sizes for all groups. We found no significant interaction effect between participant age 

and religion for any of the life script characteristics. We found that gender interacted with 

religion for age estimate (F(4, 424) = 2.63, p = .034), reflecting that male participants’ age 

estimates of the events showed more variation across religious groups than did the ones of 

female participants. Nevertheless, the effect was minimal (η² = .024). These results suggest that 

neither the age nor gender of participants directly affected the characteristics of life scripts, nor 

did they have a confounding effect on the relationships between religion and the characteristics 

of life scripts. 

Discussion 

The characteristics of CLS were surprisingly similar across religions. Despite minor 

variation in event properties between religious groups, believers of different religions perceived 

the CLS events they reported as very important, mostly positive, and highly prevalent. The 

temporal distributions of the events were highly skewed toward early life periods in all religious 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Psychology of Religion and Spirituality. A 

definitive version was subsequently published in Psychology of Religion and Spirituality. DOI: 10.1037/rel0000392 

 

19 
 

groups. The most frequently mentioned events were also quite similar across groups. Religiosity 

was related to a number of characteristics of CLS. It also affected the inclusion of religion-

related events in life script. Demographic factors (age and gender) had marginal effects on CLS, 

in line with previous studies (e.g., Erdoğan et al., 2008; Janssen & Rubin, 2011; Janssen et al., 

2014). The findings confirm that CLS is shared semantic knowledge that transmits fluently in 

society. They also suggest a homogeneity of the religious subcultures, as people evaluated 

important life events the same way in spite of their demographic differences. 

However, the results also showed some noteworthy characteristics. First, many new event 

categories arose in our study. As predicted, participants of different religions generated events 

specific to the religions to which they belonged, such as brit milah and Bar Mitzvah in the Jewish 

group, and baptism and confirmation in the Christian group. Additionally, there were dominant 

religion-related events that were reported by large percentages of participants in some religious 

groups including baptism (20%) in the Christian group, naming, haircut, and rice ceremonies 

(32%, 15%, and 13% respectively) in the Hindu group, and Bar Mitzvah, own Bris and Hebrew 

school (62%, 51%, and 12% respectively) in the Jewish group. However, there were no clear 

dominant event mentioned in the Buddhist and Muslim groups. Furthermore, most of the 

religion-related events of the Christian, Hindu, and Jewish groups differed from those of the 

Buddhist and Muslims groups, in that the former referred to events that have highly constrained 

expected ages they should take place (e.g. baptism and naming ceremony at infancy, Bar 

Mitzvah when turning 12 or 13 years). In contrast, the Buddhist and Muslims groups generated 

religious events that did not have specific ages for when they should take place (e.g. for 

Muslims, Hajj is recommended to be performed at least once in a lifetime when a person is 

capable to do so).  
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Second, frequencies of events and ratings of some event properties seemed to be in 

harmony with religious teachings. To illustrate, although prayer is a general religious act that 

exists in every religion, Muslims mentioned “pray and learning to pray” more than the other 

groups. This aligns with one of the five pillars of Islam, Salah or Salat, that Muslims must 

perform a few prayers a day to worship God (Hussain, 2012).2 As another example, Buddhists 

rated the valence of their life script events slightly more neutral than the other groups, especially 

when compared to the Abrahamic religions. The teachings of Buddhism promote emotional 

awareness and detachment. Buddhism views that the true happiness is not the experience of 

pleasure that is dependent on circumstance, but rather the understanding of the emotional states 

and nature of reality (Ricard, 2014). These notions, thus, might move the expectation of 

emotional valence toward neutrality. Buddhism also sees death as inevitable, unpredictable, and 

common (Shonin & Van Gordon, 2014). Death is a part of an endless cycle leading to rebirth. 

Therefore, Buddhists should be prepared for their own death. This might account for a 

surprisingly neutral rating of the valence of the event category “own death” in the Buddhist 

group. 

Last, the distribution of CLS of each religious group demonstrated a peak of events in the 

early years of life and another peak in young adulthood. The peak in early childhood was also 

found in other studies, such as Zaragoza Scherman et al. (2017; in Mexican and Greenlandic 

samples), Ottsen and Berntsen (2014), and Bohn (2010), albeit not as pronounced as in the 

present findings. We suspected that these elevations in the distributions resulted from the 

modification of the instructions that prompted the participants to take religion into consideration 

                                                 
2 Although there is no clear evidence in the Quran that Muslims must perform five prayers a day, many verses in the 
Quran mention prayers at different times of the day such as in 11:114 (morning, evening, and night),17:78 (morning, 
noon, and afternoon), and 24:58 (morning, noon, and night). 
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while doing the task. When we subtracted the religion-related events from the distributions, the 

peaks were lessened and conformed more to other studies. This appears to reflect that religious 

CLS events occur mostly in childhood. A similar result was also found in Ottsen and Berntsen’s 

(2014) study, despite using different classification methods for religious events. Furthermore, it 

is worth noting that the peaks in the early childhood in our findings were also attributed to a 

large number of events that were not frequently found in other studies including first birthday (n 

= 48), first food experience (18 counts), and being taught about religion (17 counts).  

Our findings have shed some light on the roles of religion on CLS. However, an increase 

in the number of early life events suggests a methodological concern. On the one hand, the peak 

at the first decade of life may reflect that the instructions of the life script task are semantically 

sensitive, that is, the modification made to the instructions framed the scope of responses and 

encouraged participants to think more of early life religious events. On the other hand, the 

recruitment of people who identified clearly with a specific religion may also contribute to the 

peak. It needs further investigation in controlled settings to clarify the cause. 

Limitations and future directions 

In this study, the majority of the participants were from the US. This would be beneficial 

for reducing potential confounding factors (e.g., social structure, customs, and values) that may 

differ from place to place. However, the generalizability of the CLS of each religious group may 

be limited, that is, it may not generalize to the CLS of believers in other countries. Additionally, 

each country has its dominant religion(s), which may affect accessibility to places of worship 

and religious activities, resulting in different life script content and characteristics. Lastly, we 

treated religions in this study without dividing them into sects. Thus, some nuances may have 

been ignored. 
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 To investigate whether religious identification affects the peak at the first decade, future 

studies may use the same modified instruction to investigate the life script, but rather ask about 

participants’ religious affiliation after the life script task to avoid priming religious identity prior 

to the task. Moreover, future studies may replicate this study with samples from one or several 

countries with different dominant religions to explore the difference across cultures. Future 

research should also take into account participants’ religious background, such as religious 

upbringing, religious conversion, and immigration between countries where dominant religions 

are different, as these factors may affect the CLS of the religious followers.  

Conclusion 

The present study found that CLS across religions shared characteristic similarities. The 

majority of CLS events were positive, were viewed as highly important and were considered 

prevalent across members of various religious groups. A large proportion of the events were 

expected to take place in early life. Some differences between religious groups were found 

regarding the content and ranks of the events. Some event characteristics also reflected religious 

teachings and perspectives. Religiosity was positively associated with the number of religious 

events included in the life script. Additionally, we found that the inclusion of religion as a 

contextual aspect of life was associated with an elevation of the frequency of events in the first 

decade of life in every religious group. 
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 Table 1 

Frequencies, Percentages of Each Religious Group, and Ranks of the 20 Most Mentioned Life Script Events 

  Religion    
  Buddhism (n = 82) Christianity (n = 104) Hinduism (n = 71) Islam (n = 75) Judaism (n = 101) Total (N = 434) 

Event category Count % Rank Count % Rank Count % Rank Count % Rank Count % Rank Count % Rank 
Marriage 49 59.76 1 73 70.19 1 59 83.10 1 51 68.00 1 84 83.17 1 316 72.81 1 
Having children 41 50.00 2 58 55.77 3 38 53.52 2 33 44.00 2 68 67.33 2 238 54.84 2 
Graduation 27 32.93 5 65 62.50 2 14 19.72 9 29 38.67 3 46 45.54 3 181 41.71 3 
Own death 36 43.90 4 37 35.58 5 17 23.94 6 19 25.33 7 43 42.57 4 152 35.02 4 
Own birth 40 48.78 3 33 31.73 7 17 23.94 6 24 32.00 5 37 36.63 5 151 34.79 5 
Begin school 23 28.05 6 38 36.54 4 18 25.35 5 28 37.33 4 20 19.80 8 127 29.26 6 
Begin walking 20 24.39 7 34 32.69 6 10 14.08 12 13 17.33 9 22 21.78 6 99 22.81 7 
Go to school 20 24.39 7 23 22.12 8 14 19.72 9 13 17.33 9 22 21.78 6 92 21.20 8 
First job 16 19.51 9 20 19.23 11 22 30.99 3 17 22.67 8 15 14.85 10 90 20.74 9 
College 11 13.41 13 23 22.12 8 21 29.58 4 20 26.67 6 15 14.85 10 90 20.74 9 
Begin talking 14 17.07 10 21 20.19 10 5 7.04 16 12 16.00 11 16 15.84 9 68 15.67 11 
Retirement 13 15.85 11 16 15.38 13 12 16.90 11 9 12.00 13 11 10.89 13 61 14.06 12 
Settle on career 12 14.63 12 19 18.27 12 8 11.27 13 7 9.33 14 9 8.91 15 55 12.67 13 
First birthday 10 12.20 14 8 7.69 17 16 22.54 8 11 14.67 12 3 2.97 17 48 11.06 14 
Fall in love 8 9.76 16 14 13.46 14 5 7.04 16 5 6.67 17 13 12.87 12 45 10.37 15 
Grandchildren 6 7.32 17 10 9.62 15 5 7.04 16 4 5.33 18 11 10.89 13 36 8.29 16 
Birthday 4 4.88 19 9 8.65 16 6 8.45 15 6 8.00 16 4 3.96 16 29 6.68 17 
Work 6 7.32 17 5 4.81 19 2 2.82 20 7 9.33 14 3 2.97 17 23 5.30 18 
Enter adulthood 9 10.98 15 3 2.88 20 4 5.63 19 3 4.00 20 3 2.97 17 22 5.07 19 
Enter adolescence 2 2.44 20 6 5.77 18 7 9.86 14 4 5.33 18 2 1.98 20 21 4.84 20 
Others 173 n/a   164 n/a   142 n/a   171 n/a   110 n/a   760 n/a  
Religion-specific 
events 34 n/a   47 n/a   62 n/a   36 n/a   149 n/a   328 n/a   
Total 574     726     504     522     706     3032     
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Table 2 

Frequencies and Percentages of Each Religious Group of the Religion-Specific Events  

Religion 

 
Buddhism 
(n = 82) 

Christianity 
(n = 104 

Hinduism 
(n = 71) 

Islam 
(n = 75) 

Judaism 
(n = 101)  

Event Category Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % Total 
Buddhist event 

Meditation 4 4.88                 4 
Peace of mind 4 4.88                 4 
Rebirth 3 3.66                 3 
Compassion 3 3.66                 3 
Enlightenment 3 3.66                 3 
Other Buddhist events 6 n/a                 6 

Christian event 
Baptism 2 2.44 20 24.39 1 1.41 1 1.33     24 
Confirmation     7 8.54             7 
Christmas 1 1.22 4 4.88             5 
Communion 1 1.22 3 3.66             4 
Sunday school     3 3.66             3 
Other Christian events     10 n/a             10 

Hindu event 
Naming ceremony 1 1.22     23 32.39         24 
Haircut ceremony         11 15.49         11 
Rice ceremony         9 12.68         9 
Thread ceremony         5 7.04         5 
Ear piercing         4 5.63         4 
Other Hindu events 6 n/a     9 n/a         15 

Islamic event 
Fasting             6 8.00     7 
Hajj             6 8.00     6 
Eid             3 4.00     3 
Other Islamic events             20 n/a     19 

Jewish event 
Bar Mitzvah                 63 62.38 63 
Own Bris                 51 50.50 51 
Hebrew school                 12 11.88 12 
Jewish confirmation                 6 5.94 6 
Sitting Shiva                 3 2.97 3 
Other Jewish events                 14 n/a 14 
Total 34   47   62   36   149   328 
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Table 3 

Life Script Events Mentioned at Least 15 Times (3.46%) and the Characteristics of the Events 

Collapsed Across Religious Group

  N = 434 Age Prevalence Importance Valence 
Event category Count % Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Marriage 316 72.81 26.31 3.73 71.83 17.46 6.09 1.13 2.39 0.98 
Having children 238 54.84 28.30 4.06 68.65 19.18 6.23 1.20 2.49 0.91 
Graduation 181 41.71 19.56 2.76 70.04 20.78 6.35 0.94 2.66 0.63 
Own death 152 35.02 80.45 13.53 98.95 6.31 6.15 1.45 -1.73 1.98 
Own birth 151 34.79 0.20 0.55 94.95 19.61 6.86 0.45 2.38 1.17 
Begin school 127 29.26 5.45 3.49 88.91 20.12 6.61 0.75 2.29 1.00 
Begin walking 99 22.81 1.67 1.12 93.68 16.15 6.47 0.97 2.74 0.60 
Go to school 92 21.20 7.22 4.91 84.38 22.73 6.47 0.82 2.32 0.98 
College 90 20.74 18.71 1.81 56.38 21.97 6.17 1.15 2.33 0.95 
First job 90 20.74 20.69 4.10 78.60 22.77 6.44 0.84 1.90 1.34 
Begin talking 68 15.67 2.18 1.47 93.35 15.08 6.50 0.84 2.75 0.68 
Retirement 61 14.06 64.30 4.48 75.31 21.98 5.77 1.28 1.48 1.52 
Settle on career 55 12.67 25.00 4.83 71.05 22.98 6.33 0.84 2.04 1.20 
First birthday 48 11.06 1.00 0.21 94.08 15.19 6.40 0.82 2.65 0.67 
Fall in love 45 10.37 15.31 5.62 88.09 14.23 6.42 0.92 1.80 1.59 
Grandchildren 36 8.29 55.72 6.28 63.17 17.16 6.22 1.22 2.56 0.69 
Birthday 29 6.68 17.00 17.32 87.00 20.58 6.31 0.93 2.45 0.91 
Work 23 5.30 20.43 3.13 83.83 17.00 6.35 0.88 1.83 1.15 
Enter adulthood 22 5.07 20.09 4.41 78.50 25.06 6.32 1.09 1.86 1.32 
Enter adolescence 21 4.84 13.19 3.98 95.71 6.76 6.33 1.46 1.71 1.27 
Kindergarten & pre-school 20 4.61 4.20 1.51 85.95 17.30 6.25 1.07 2.15 1.18 
Make friend 19 4.38 7.79 4.01 83.79 21.67 6.37 0.90 2.21 0.92 
First food experience 18 4.15 1.67 1.14 93.28 15.58 6.78 0.55 2.67 0.69 
High school 17 3.92 14.12 1.36 88.12 11.32 6.71 0.59 2.47 0.80 
Being taught about religion 17 3.92 7.06 3.93 50.18 33.57 6.59 1.06 2.53 0.87 
Learning 17 3.92 8.00 8.39 77.76 24.91 6.41 0.87 2.53 0.62 
Puberty 17 3.92 12.88 1.32 94.12 14.89 5.88 0.99 1.24 1.52 
Buy a house 16 3.69 34.00 8.49 55.56 25.12 5.50 1.32 2.44 0.73 
Grow up 15 3.46 9.27 8.49 79.87 34.09 6.53 0.74 2.60 0.83 
Pray & learn to pray 15 3.46 13.27 16.85 60.80 37.24 6.60 0.83 2.40 0.83 
Enter old age 15 3.46 68.60 10.73 86.80 20.70 5.93 1.75 0.47 2.03 
Funeral 15 3.46 78.67 7.84 92.67 15.68 6.33 0.90 -1.33 1.84 
Traveling & vocation 15 3.46 25.33 14.51 49.53 29.62 5.53 1.25 2.27 0.88 
Others 544 n/a 19.06 19.86 74.76 28.99 6.27 1.03 1.65 1.86 
Religion-specific events 328 n/a 10.66 15.22 57.32 32.39 6.14 1.27 2.30 1.08 
Total 3032 n/a 21.14 21.70 76.33 26.21 6.29 1.08 2.01 1.54 
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Figure 1. Distribution of age estimates for positive, neutral, and negative events using five-year 

binning, and year 0 as an exclusive bin. The dashed lines represent the percentages of the 

nonreligious events. 
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Figure 2. Distributions of age estimates for positive, neutral, and negative events across 

religions. 
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Figure 3. Means number of religion-related events included of participants in different 

religiosity levels. Error bars represent standard errors. 
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