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The Conceptualization of Extrinsic Religion

The concept of Extrinsic Religion represents a foundational construct within the psychological

study of religious orientation, primarily originating from the seminal work of Gordon Allport and J.

Michael Ross in 1967. Extrinsic religion describes a motivational stance where faith and religious

participation serve primarily as means to achieve non-religious, often utilitarian, ends. Unlike those

whose faith is an end in itself, the extrinsically oriented individual approaches religion

instrumentally, viewing it as a valuable resource for navigating social, emotional, or material

challenges. This orientation suggests that adherence to religious practices is not driven by deep

internal conviction or spiritual fulfillment, but rather by the tangible benefits derived from

membership in a religious community or adherence to its public standards.

Defining extrinsic religion requires understanding its core mechanism: the external reward system.

The adherent seeks rewards such as social acceptance, status elevation within the community,

networking opportunities, emotional comfort, or even material success believed to be favored by

divine or communal forces. This approach results in a highly transactional relationship with faith,

where religious belief is maintained only so long as it continues to yield these desired external

outcomes. Psychologically, this orientation often reflects a need for security and belonging that is

met through institutional affiliation rather than deep spiritual transformation. Consequently, the

depth of theological understanding or personal devotion may be quite shallow, masked by outward

adherence to ritual.

In academic discourse, extrinsic religion is frequently characterized as a more superficial form of

faith. This superficiality stems from the inherent flexibility and situational nature of the motivation. If

the external rewards cease or if a different social context offers greater advantages, the

extrinsically religious individual may easily modify or abandon their religious identity. This contrasts

sharply with orientations rooted in intrinsic values, which tend to be stable and integrated into the

self-concept regardless of changing external circumstances. The conceptualization of extrinsic

religion thus provides a critical lens through which psychologists examine the differences between

nominal affiliation and deeply internalized spiritual life, particularly in how these orientations predict

behavior and attitudes toward others.

Historical Context: Allport's Typology and the R-Scale

The formal study of religious orientation, particularly the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic

forms, began in earnest with Gordon Allport's research in the 1950s and 1960s. Allport, a

prominent figure in personality psychology, observed significant variations in how individuals

utilized their faith, leading him to develop a crucial framework for understanding religious

motivation. His initial work stemmed from an attempt to reconcile seemingly contradictory findings

regarding religion and prejudice. He noted that while organized religion often preached love and
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acceptance, religious individuals sometimes exhibited higher levels of prejudice than their non-

religious counterparts. This paradox required a nuanced explanation based on motivational

differences, culminating in the 1967 publication with J. Michael Ross, "Personal Religious

Orientation and Prejudice."

Allport posited that the relationship between religion and behavior, such as prejudice, was

contingent upon the type of religious motivation held by the individual. He developed the Religious

Orientation Scale (ROS), often referred to as the R-Scale, to empirically measure these two distinct

dimensions. The extrinsic dimension of the R-Scale was designed to capture those motivations

centered on self-serving, instrumental uses of religion. Items on the scale reflected a pragmatic,

utilitarian approach, such as agreeing that "What religion offers me most is comfort when sorrow

and misfortune strike" or "I go to church mostly to make friends." This methodological innovation

allowed researchers to move beyond simple measures of frequency of church attendance and

delve into the qualitative differences in religious experience.

The establishment of the extrinsic/intrinsic typology provided a robust theoretical foundation for

subsequent decades of research in the psychology of religion. By categorizing faith orientations,

Allport offered a powerful tool for explaining why religious affiliation alone was a poor predictor of

moral behavior or mental health outcomes. The historical significance lies in shifting the focus from

simply asking, "How religious is a person?" to "Why is a person religious?" The extrinsic

orientation, in this historical context, became crucial for understanding instances where religion

was co-opted or utilized as a social shield or a source of ego enhancement, rather than serving as

a genuine commitment to transcendent values.

Defining Characteristics of Extrinsic Religious Orientation

The defining characteristics of an extrinsic religious orientation revolve around its instrumental

nature, where faith is fundamentally a resource rather than a value. The core of this orientation is

the search for tangible benefits that accrue from public participation and affiliation. These benefits

are usually external and measurable, contrasting sharply with the internal, spiritual rewards sought

by intrinsically religious individuals. Key manifestations include viewing the church or religious

institution as a social club, a place for business networking, or a source of community standing that

enhances one's reputation. The religious practices themselves are secondary to the social capital

they generate.

One prominent characteristic is the reliance on social reinforcement. Extrinsically motivated

individuals often seek environments where their religious identity is affirmed and rewarded by their

peers. Their beliefs may be held loosely or superficially, changing to align with the dominant views

of the religious group to maintain acceptance. This dependency on social approval means that

religious expression is often highly visible--attending all major services, participating in public

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=5308
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


EXTRINSIC RELIGION 4

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

charitable events, or adopting recognizable symbols of faith--precisely because these are the

behaviors that earn social currency. The motivation is not the divine command itself, but the human

recognition that follows obedience to that command.

Furthermore, the extrinsic orientation manifests as a form of "compartmentalization" of faith.

Religion tends to be segmented from other life areas, utilized only when convenient or necessary

to solve a problem or achieve a goal. For example, faith might be strongly invoked during times of

crisis to manage anxiety or used to justify a particular social or political stance, but it does not

permeate the individual's daily ethical decision-making or personal introspection to the same

degree as intrinsic faith. This lack of integration leads to the superficial engagement noted by

Allport and Ross, reinforcing the idea that the religious system is a means to an end, rather than

the overarching "master motive" that guides and unifies all aspects of life.

Behavioral Manifestations of Extrinsic Religiosity

The behavioral patterns associated with extrinsic religiosity are generally characterized by highly

visible, communal, and often prescribed actions. Individuals with this orientation tend to prioritize

religious activities that are socially acceptable and easily observable, as these behaviors serve the

function of communicating group membership and conformity. A classic example, supported by

research such as that conducted by Yamane (2001), involves high rates of church attendance.

However, for the extrinsically motivated, attendance is often driven by the desire to be seen and

affirmed by others, rather than an intense desire for worship or communion. They fulfill the role

requirements of the institution without necessarily internalizing its deep spiritual meaning.

Specific behavioral choices often reveal the utilitarian nature of the extrinsic orientation.

Public Volunteering and Service: While altruism is a genuine motivator for many, the extrinsically

oriented may focus on volunteering opportunities that offer high visibility or status, such as serving

on prominent committees or leading publicized fundraising drives, rather than engaging in

anonymous acts of charity.

Ritual Adherence: They meticulously follow the official rituals and doctrines of their faith, but this

adherence is often mechanical. They follow the rules because rule-following is rewarded by the

community, serving as proof of their commitment and deserving status, rather than out of deep

personal theological conviction.

Seeking Instrumental Comfort: Religious behaviors are frequently employed as coping

mechanisms specifically to alleviate anxiety or fear, particularly related to mortality or misfortune.

Prayer, for example, might be viewed instrumentally--a method to secure divine intervention or

favor--rather than a means of spiritual connection.
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In contrast, behaviors that require deep personal introspection, private commitment, or theological

study are often neglected. Individuals oriented extrinsically are less likely to engage in profound,

solitary activities such as meditation, private prayer, or rigorous study of religious texts (Yamane,

2001), as these activities offer few immediate, visible social rewards. The focus remains on

maintaining a positive public religious identity, which necessitates prioritizing external activities that

validate their status within the religious ecosystem. This pattern underscores the core finding that

extrinsic faith serves the self in the world, prioritizing worldly success and social standing over

spiritual transcendence.

The Distinction Between Extrinsic and Intrinsic Orientations

The intrinsic/extrinsic dichotomy forms the bedrock of Allport's typology, representing two

fundamentally different ways people relate to their faith. The Intrinsic Religion orientation, defined

as a "master motive," is characterized by an internal motivation where faith is fully internalized and

serves as the primary framework for understanding and living life. The intrinsic individual finds

religion valuable in its own right--an end in itself. Their devotion is holistic, unifying their values,

beliefs, and behaviors into a coherent whole. This includes a genuine desire for an intimate

relationship with the divine and a commitment to living out the ethical demands of their faith,

regardless of external rewards or social pressures.

Conversely, the extrinsic orientation views religion as a tool--a means to achieve secondary, non-

religious goals. The core difference lies in the source of motivation: intrinsic faith is driven by

internal spiritual needs, whereas extrinsic faith is driven by external incentives. This distinction

permeates every aspect of the individual's religious life, affecting everything from prayer habits to

ethical choices. For the intrinsically religious, failure to adhere to ethical standards causes internal

dissonance and guilt; for the extrinsically religious, failure is primarily problematic if it leads to

public censure or loss of social standing. Consequently, intrinsic faith tends to be more resilient

and consistent across different life domains, while extrinsic faith is highly context-dependent.

The conceptual separation is crucial for predicting psychological outcomes. Because intrinsic faith

is deeply integrated, research often links it to positive outcomes such as higher levels of

psychological well-being, lower anxiety, and greater coherence in life purpose. Extrinsic faith, being

dependent on external validation and rewards, is often associated with less stable well-being,

conditional happiness, and, historically, higher levels of prejudice (Allport & Ross, 1967). This

historical association is theorized to occur because the extrinsically motivated individual uses

religion to justify self-serving interests, including maintaining social hierarchies and excluding out-

groups, thereby perverting the deeper ethical messages often inherent in the faith tradition.

Psychological Correlates and Outcomes of Extrinsic Religion
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Extrinsic religion is associated with a distinct set of psychological correlates that differentiate it from

intrinsic faith. One of the most historically significant findings relates to prejudice. Allport and Ross

(1967) initially hypothesized and confirmed that individuals scoring high on extrinsic religiosity

scales tend to exhibit higher levels of ethnocentric bias and prejudice toward minority groups. This

outcome is explained by the instrumental nature of extrinsic faith: if religion is used primarily to

bolster one's own social group identity and maintain status, then out-groups who threaten that

status or identity become targets of prejudice, which the faith is then used to rationalize.

Furthermore, research often links high extrinsic orientation to lower levels of psychological health

and maturity. Because their faith is contingent upon external circumstances and rewards,

extrinsically oriented individuals may experience greater anxiety and existential insecurity. If social

acceptance is withdrawn or if prayers for material gain go unanswered, their faith system lacks the

robust internal resources to maintain stability. They rely on the institutional structure for emotional

regulation, making them potentially vulnerable to psychological distress when those external

supports fail. This contrasts with intrinsic faith, which provides an internalized meaning system

capable of sustaining the individual through hardship.

Specific psychological traits often correlated with extrinsic religion include higher levels of

dogmatism, authoritarianism, and closed-mindedness, particularly regarding religious doctrine.

This rigidity serves the function of maintaining the group structure from which they derive benefits.

Their adherence to doctrine is often less about intellectual conviction and more about maintaining

conformity. Moreover, studies suggest that extrinsic motivation is associated with lower levels of

spiritual commitment and faith stability over time. The reliance on external incentives means that

commitment is conditional; if the incentives diminish, or if the cost of participation outweighs the

reward, the extrinsic commitment is likely to wane, leading to potentially transient religious

identification.

Extrinsic Religion and Social Conformity

The relationship between extrinsic religion and social conformity is profound, as the motivation

itself is rooted in the pursuit of social rewards. For the extrinsically oriented individual, religious

institutions function primarily as powerful engines of socialization and status conferral. Joining,

participating in, and publicly supporting the religious group provides immediate validation that

confirms their status as a "good" or "upstanding" member of the community. This conformity acts

as a protective mechanism, ensuring they remain within the accepted boundaries of their social

network.

This drive for conformity dictates which religious behaviors are prioritized. The individual is highly

attuned to the expectations of the group, sometimes exhibiting hyper-conformity to the most visible

or stringent norms. This is not necessarily due to deeply held belief, but rather a strategic
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calculation: the more closely one aligns with the group's external standards, the greater the social

benefits received. This emphasis on outward appearance and adherence to protocol can

sometimes lead to hypocrisy, where private behavior diverges significantly from public religious

claims, highlighting the lack of internalization characteristic of extrinsic faith.

Moreover, extrinsic religion plays a significant role in cultural and institutional maintenance.

Individuals motivated extrinsically are powerful preservers of tradition and ritual, not because they

are personally moved by the spiritual weight of those traditions, but because the rituals are the

established markers of group identity. By rigidly adhering to these social norms, they help sustain

the institutional power structure that provides their benefits. In essence, extrinsic faith often

transforms the spiritual community into a socio-political entity where status, power, and acceptance

are the primary currencies, making social conformity a necessity for survival within that system.

Measurement and Methodological Considerations

The measurement of extrinsic religion primarily relies on the Religious Orientation Scale (ROS)

developed by Allport and Ross (1967), which separates religious motivation into two distinct

subscales: Intrinsic (I) and Extrinsic (E). The Extrinsic subscale (E-scale) measures the degree to

which an individual uses religion to serve other non-religious ends. Typical items query the

instrumental use of religion for comfort, social standing, security, or networking.

However, methodological scrutiny over the decades has necessitated refinements to the

measurement approach. Early research treated intrinsic and extrinsic orientations as bipolar

opposites, implying that high scores on one necessarily meant low scores on the other.

Subsequent factor analyses challenged this assumption, revealing that the two dimensions are

often orthogonal--meaning an individual can score high on both, leading to the identification of an

'indiscriminately pro-religious' type. This led researchers like Kirkpatrick and Hood (1990) to further

refine the E-scale, proposing a distinction between two facets of extrinsic motivation:

Extrinsic-Social (E-Social): Focuses on using religion for social status, belonging, and

networking.

Extrinsic-Personal (E-Personal): Focuses on using religion for personal comfort, security, and

anxiety reduction.

These refinements demonstrated that extrinsic motivation is not monolithic. While both E-Social

and E-Personal remain instrumental uses of religion, they relate differently to other psychological

variables. For instance, E-Social might correlate more strongly with conformity and public displays

of religiosity, while E-Personal might correlate more strongly with neuroticism and the instrumental

use of prayer for coping. Methodological rigor has thus evolved to acknowledge the complexity of

extrinsic motivation, moving beyond a single, simplistic measure to a multi-faceted assessment of
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how individuals leverage their faith for external rewards.

Critiques and Nuances of the Extrinsic/Intrinsic Dichotomy

While Allport's intrinsic/extrinsic dichotomy has been immensely influential, it has faced substantial

scholarly critique regarding its descriptive adequacy and potential limitations. One primary criticism

centers on the concept of the indiscriminately pro-religious individual--someone who scores

highly on both intrinsic and extrinsic scales. Critics argue that the original model failed to

adequately account for this group, whose motivations appear complex and perhaps contradictory.

This finding suggests that for some people, faith can simultaneously serve as a deep, internalized

core value and a source of social comfort and acceptance, complicating the neat separation

proposed by Allport.

A significant theoretical nuance was introduced by Batson and his colleagues, who proposed a

third religious orientation: Quest Religion. Quest orientation describes an individual who

approaches religious questions with complexity, doubt, and open-mindedness, viewing faith as an

ongoing, never-fully-resolved search for truth rather than a static possession (intrinsic) or a tool

(extrinsic). The introduction of Quest suggested that the binary model was insufficient to capture

the full spectrum of religious engagement, particularly those focused on intellectual and emotional

exploration rather than definitive answers or external rewards.

Furthermore, critics point out that the intrinsic dimension, as originally measured, sometimes

implicitly conflated high religious commitment with psychological health, potentially creating a

"socially desirable" response bias within the intrinsic scale. This raised concerns that extrinsic

religion was defined almost entirely by its negative outcomes (prejudice, superficiality), while

intrinsic religion was defined by positive ones. Modern researchers advocate for viewing intrinsic

and extrinsic motivations as independent axes of human behavior--meaning an individual's

utilization of religious resources may involve both instrumental and ultimate motivations

simultaneously, highlighting the need for highly nuanced measurement tools that can capture this

complexity without imposing an artificial dichotomy.

Implications for Commitment and Spiritual Well-being

The implications of an extrinsic religious orientation for long-term commitment and spiritual well-

being are generally viewed as detrimental to the resilience and depth of faith. Because extrinsic

motivation is contingent upon receiving external rewards--be they social status, comfort, or material

blessings--the commitment tends to be fragile. If the individual experiences profound suffering,

social rejection from the group, or failure to achieve desired material outcomes, the instrumental

value of religion diminishes rapidly. This volatility makes the extrinsically religious person

susceptible to abandoning their faith or becoming deeply cynical when life challenges contradict
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their expectation of divine favor.

In terms of spiritual well-being, extrinsic orientation often fails to provide the deep, existential

security that intrinsic faith offers. True spiritual well-being involves a sense of meaning, purpose,

and connectedness that transcends immediate circumstances. Since extrinsic faith focuses on

transactional interactions--what God or the community can do for the self now--it provides only

conditional comfort. This reliance on external validation means that the individual's spiritual health

is perpetually hostage to external conditions, preventing the development of a stable, internalized

sense of peace or ultimate meaning.

In conclusion, extrinsic religion remains an important concept for understanding the diverse ways

individuals engage with faith. It serves as a necessary conceptual counterpoint to intrinsic religion,

highlighting the difference between religion as a deeply integrated personal value and religion as a

utilitarian tool. Research consistently demonstrates that while extrinsic motivation can drive high

levels of public religious activity, it is associated with lower levels of genuine religious commitment,

greater risk of psychological distress when external supports fail, and a propensity toward using

faith to justify self-serving social behaviors. Further research continues to explore the complex

interplay between instrumental motivations and genuine spiritual seeking in contemporary religious

life.
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