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Abstract 
 

The study looked at religion, spirituality and parental and peer religion in relations to 
aggression among adolescents. Religion is defined as the attitude and participation in religious 
activities while spirituality is more internal and focuses on spiritual well-being and peace. 
Parental and peer religion (PPR) is defined as the religiosity of those around the adolescent. 
Previous research has shown religion and spirituality to decrease delinquent behavior such as 
aggression. In this study, the relationship between religion, spirituality, PPR and aggression 
was examined with the possible effect of anger and conflict in family life, as well as social 
support and gender, which were controlled for. The data were collected by submitting a 
questionnaire for a large sample of Icelandic students (n = 2041) from the age of 12-18 years 
old (M = 14.6). Logistic regression was used to analyse the data. Neither religion, spirituality 
or PPR were significant in decreasing the likelihood of aggression, but a t-test concluded that 
those who had more spirituality or PPR were not aggressive. Furthermore, anger was not found 
to be a moderator on the relationship, however, an interaction effect was found with spirituality 
and PPR decreasing the likelihood of aggression. The findings were in line with previous 
research.  
 

Keywords: adolescents, religion, spirituality, parental/peer religiosity, anger, 
aggression, family conflict, social support 
 
 

Útdráttur 
 
Rannsóknin skoðaði trú, andlega viðleitni og trú foreldra og vina í sambandi við ofbeldi hjá 
unglingum. Trú er skilgreind sem viðhorf og þátttaka í trúarlegri starfsemi á meðan andleg 
viðleitni er meira innra með okkur og einblínir á andlega vellíðan og frið. Trú foreldra og vina 
(PPR) er skilgreind sem trú þeirra sem umgangast unglinginn. Fyrri rannsóknir hafa sýnt að trú 
og andleg viðleitni minnki afbrotahegðun eins og ofbeldi. Í þessari rannsókn var samband trúar, 
andlegrar viðleitni, PPR og ofbeldis skoðuð með mögulegum áhrifum reiðis og átaka innan 
fjölskyldu, sem og félagsstuðning og kyn, sem stjórnað var fyrir. Gögnum var safnað með 
fyrirlögn spurningalista fyrir stórt íslenskt úrtak af Íslenskum nemendum (n = 2041) á aldrinum 
12-18 ára (M = 14.6). Tvíundargreining var framkvæmd til að greina gögnin. Hvorki trú, andleg 
viðleitni eða PPR dró marktækt úr líkum ofbeldis, en t-próf sýndi að þeir sem voru með meiri 
andlega viðleitni eða PPR voru ekki ofbeldisfullir. Þar að auki var reiði ekki stjórnandi þáttur 
á sambandið, þó fundust samvirknihrif andlegar viðleitni og PPR í að minnka líkur á ofbeldi. 
Niðurstöðurnar voru í samræmi við fyrri rannsóknir. 
 
 Lykilorð: unglingar, trú, andleg viðleitni, trú foreldra og vina, reiði, ofbeldi, 
fjölskylduátök, félagsstuðningur 
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Aggression among adolescents: The role of religiosity, spirituality and parental and peer 

religion 

Religion and spirituality 

Only eight countries in the world have a population where more than 25% say they 

are not religious, which makes religion an important part of most cultures in the world. 

(Koenig, 2009). The term religion refers to the outward expression, like behavior, of the 

sacred (Cotton, Zebracki, Rosenthal, Tsevat, & Drotar, 2006). It is formal and institutional 

and has been measured as the frequency of prayer or meditation, service attendance, belief in 

God, as well as the importance of the religion. Spirituality is more internal than religion and 

is defined as a personal and emotional expression that is defined by spiritual well-being, 

comfort and peace from faith and spiritual coping (Cotton et al., 2006). Furthermore, it has 

been recognised as a closeness to a higher being (Sprung, Sliter, & Jex, 2012). Being an 

unitary term in the past, religion and spirituality have changed considerably through the 

history of human existence, but in the modern days, a split between religious beliefs and 

spirituality has formed due to cultural, ethnic and religious diversity (Yonker, Schnabelrauch, 

& DeHaan, 2012).  

The adolescent period is often stressful and emotional and one of the developmental 

tasks most adolescents go through is developing a religious or spiritual belief (Carlozzi et al., 

2010). Good and Willoughby (2008) concluded that the adolescent period may be sensitive 

for spiritual expansion because of the developmental changes that follow puberty. 

Additionally, stress and negative life events often follow, but both spirituality and religion are 

positive constructs that have been associated with positive adjustment (Good & Willoughby, 

2008). These findings suggest that religion and spirituality are important in the lives of 

modern adolescents.  
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Aggression  

The aggression of adolescents has been thoroughly studied and defined in several 

different ways (Gudlaugsdottir, Vilhjalmsson, Kristjansdottir, Jacobsen, & Meyrowitsch, 

2004). One definition of aggression is violence but according to the World Health 

Organization (2002), violence is defined as a threat against another person using physical 

force or power which is likely to cause psychological or physical harm.   

  Throughout the history of mankind, many aggressive acts have been executed in the 

name of religion (Shepperd, Miller, & Smith, 2015). Bushman, Ridge, Das, Key and Busath 

(2007) found that after reading religious passages from God where aggression was 

sanctioned, people behaved more aggressively. It can however be said that religion has 

played an important role in reducing aggression and violence as most sacred writings forbid 

killing people and encourage compassion and kindness (Shepperd et al., 2015). A meta-

analysis of studies by Cheung and Yeung (2011) concluded that greater religiousness 

corresponded with less aggressive delinquency. According to Shepperd et al. (2015) self-

control and compassion are the two factors needed to convert religiousness into less 

aggression. These factors correspond to greater religiosity and lower levels of aggression. 

Regularly attendance in religious services has also been associated with less tendency of 

taking part in minor crimes, misusing drugs or partaking in violence (Salas-Wright, Lombe, 

Vaughn, & Maynard, 2016). Pitel et al. (2012) found the same with religiosity, which 

highlights how important protective factors like religiosity are to protect against perilous 

behaviour like aggression. 

 

Relationship with parents and parental religiosity  

Parental religiosity has been found to be a protective factor for risk seeking behaviour 

(Stearns & McKinney, 2017). Adolescents who have parents who actively practice their 
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religion were less likely to portray risk seeking behaviour, as well as adolescents who 

perceive their parents as religious were less likely to participate in risk seeking behaviour 

(Stearns & McKinney, 2017). Aside from parental religiosity being influential on 

adolescent’s religiosity, the relationship between the parent and the child can also be affected 

as studies have found that highly religious fathers were more involved with their children 

compared to less religious fathers, as well as mothers who were more religious had a more 

positive mother-child relationship (King, 2003; Power & McKinney, 2013). Both religious 

adolescents and religious parents tended to have better family functioning, like relationship 

quality, as well as better individual functioning (Kim-Spoon, Longo, & McCullough, 2012). 

Kim-Spoon et al. (2012) claimed that the parent-child relationship was dependent on religion 

of both the parent and the adolescent, and found that the relationship quality was lower if the 

adolescent was less religious than the parent. 

 

Anger 

Anger is an emotion which can be either a chronic tendency or a temporary reaction 

to a situation (Carlozzi et al., 2010). The adolescent phase is often described as a turmoil 

period, as many of the developmental tasks faced can impact levels of stress and influence 

emotional states like anger. One of the tasks adolescents face is learning to control their 

expression of anger, which can be hard for many youngsters (Carlozzi et al., 2010). Bremner, 

Koole and Bushman (2011), did an experiment on the effect of prayer and found that religion 

can have an effect on anger, by reducing it with the religious activity of praying. The 

participants did not only experience less anger, their aggression was also extinguished. A 

study by Carlozzi et al. (2010) found a positive relation between spiritual beliefs and anger 

and a negative relation to controlling expression of anger. Their explanation was, because of 

higher levels of stress and anger during the adolescent period, turning to spiritual beliefs and 
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practices might be a way of coping with these issues. This is consistent with findings from a 

study by Sigurvinsdottir, Asgeirsdottir, Ullman, and Sigfusdottir (2017). They found that 

greater spirituality was associated with less anger and depressed mood, however, religious 

practice was not found to decrease anger or depressed mood. Additionally, they concluded 

that religion of parents and peers was decisively connected with less anger in adolescents.  

 

The current study 

The aim of this study was to estimate the relationship between religion, spirituality, 

parental and peer religion (PPR) and aggression, as well as the possible influence of anger, 

social support, family conflict and anger on this relationship. Not many studies have looked 

at the individual effects of religion and spirituality and their relationship with aggression. It is 

crucial to distinguish religion and spirituality as separate concepts as it is important to 

determine individual or interactive effects. Additionally, PPR has not been widely studied.  

Aggression during the adolescent period seems to extend into adulthood as there has 

been found a relationship between aggressive adolescent behavior and adult aggression 

(Schlomer et al., 2015). However, aggression can be prevented. For example, greater social 

support leads to less physical aggression and fewer angry thoughts (Hamama & Ronen-

Shenhav, 2012). Gender has also been shown to have be effective as boys tend to be more 

likely to show aggressive behavior (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Therefore, it was important to 

control for both social support and gender in this study. As mentioned before, one form of 

aggression is violent behavior and therefore, in the current study, aggression was defined 

only as physical violence. Two hypotheses were put forward. The first being that spirituality 

and PPR decrease the likelihood of aggression, but religion has no effect.  The second being 

that anger moderates the effect of religion, spirituality, PPR on aggression.  
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Method 

Participants  

  Participants were 2041 elementary school students in the 9th and 10th grade from 

schools all around Iceland. Females were 50.5% (n= 1031) and males were 47.5% (n= 970), 

2% did not account for their gender (n = 40). The span was 12 to 18 years and the mean was 

14.6 years. Participants were asked whether they belonged to a religious group (1 = Icelandic 

State Lutheran Church, 2 = The Free Church or The Independent Congregation, 3 = The 

Catholic Congregation, 4 = Other Christian congregations, 5 = A non-Christian 

congregation, 6 = Not part of a congregation, 7 = I do not know). 71.7% of the students 

reported being a part of the Icelandic Statue Lutheran Church. Participants who did not know 

to which religious community they belonged were 12.4% and 6% did not belong to any 

religion. 9.9% of the participants belonged to other religious groups. The sample consisted of 

2041 individuals from a population of 11.430, which is the majority of adolescents in that age 

group in Iceland. A questionnaire was administered to the participants during school hours 

and the overall registered response rate in this age group was 83.5% (Gudmundsdottir, 

Kristjansson, Sigfusdottir, & Sigfusson, 2009). The data was collected as a part of a 

standardized survey on Icelandic adolescents, studying health and well-being. 

Measures  

Demographic variables. The only demographic variables used were age (1 = 1991,2 

= 1992, 3 = 1993, 4 = 1994, 5 = 1995, 6 = 1996,7 = 1997) and gender (1 = boys, 2 = girls).  

Social support. Participants were asked how easy or hard it was for them to get the 

following statements from both their parents and friends: “concern and affection”, 

“discussion about personal matters”, “consultation about education”, “consultation about 

other things” and “help with various tasks”. The scale varied from 1 = very difficult to 4 = 

very easy. By summing up the questions, a continuous variable was created which ranged 
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from 10 to 40 (M = 33.44, SD = 5.26, a = .86). This measure has been previously used with a 

similar dataset collected from Icelandic adolescents (Sigurvinsdottir et al., 2017).  

Family conflict and violence. Violence or conflict in the family of the adolescent 

was determined with the following statements. The first one being “had a serious conflict 

with parents”, second was “witnessed a serious conflict between parents”, third “witnessed 

physical violence at home where an adult was involved” and finally “experienced violence at 

home where an adult was involved”. The answers were coded 0 for those who had not 

experienced violence or aggression at home and 1 for those who had. 39.4% (n = 804) of the 

sample had experienced family conflict. These types of measures on family conflict and 

violence have been used in a previous study by Sigurvinsdottir et al. (2017). 

Spirituality. Participants were asked how the following statements applied to them. 

The statements read “I believe in God”, “religion is very important to me”, “I pray to God 

regularly”, “I read scriptures regularly”, “I could seek strength from God if I needed” and “I 

have sought strength from God when I needed it”. The scale varied from 1 = does not apply 

to me at all to 4 = applies to me very well. The questions were summed together to create a 

continuous variable which ranged from 6 to 24 (M = 12.67, SD = 4.81, a= .89). A previous 

study by Bjarnason, Thorlindsson, Sigfusdottir and Welch (2005) on Icelandic adolescents 

has used the same measure. The questions only included “God” as a representation of higher 

being as majority of the sample was Christian.  

Religion. The following statements were asked to determine religious participation. “I 

regularly attend religious service”, “I regularly participate in other religious work”. Like 

before, the scale varied from 1 = does not apply to me at all to 4 = applies to me very well. A 

continuous variable was created by summing up the two questions which then varied from 2 

to 8 (M = 2.95, SD = 1.43, a= .87). Previous research has used this method (Sigfusdottir, 

Thorlindsson, & Bjarnason, 2007).  
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Religiosity of parents and peers. To determine the religious status of parents and 

peers close to the adolescents, they were asked how religious they believed their friends and 

family were. The statements “my best friends are religious”, “most of my acquaintances are 

religious”, “my mother (foster mother) is religious” and “my father (foster father) is 

religious” were used. The scale varied from 1 = does not apply to me at all to 4 = applies to 

me very well. The questions were summed up to make a continuous variable which ranged 

from 4 to 16 (M = 10.82, SD = 3.64, a= .90). This measure has been used in previous 

research using similar data from Icelandic adolescents (Sigurvinsdottir et al., 2017).  

Anger. Participants were also asked if they had experienced distress in the last week 

with the following statements, “easy to irritate”, “had an uncontrollable anger outburst”, 

“wanted to break or smash things”, “had an argument” and “yelled and threw things”. These 

five items came from the Symptom Checklist, used to assess anger (Derogatis, Lipman, & 

Covi, 1973). Reliability and validity for the list have been assessed in previous research 

(Martinez, Stillerman, & Waldo, 2005). The scale varied from 1 = almost never to 4 = often. 

The questions were summed up to make a continuous variable which ranged from 5 to 20 

(M= 8.47, SD = 3.41, a= .84). Similar measures have been used in previous research 

(Asgeirsdottir, Gudjonsson, Sigurdsson, & Sigfusdottir, 2010). 

Aggression. To determine aggressive behaviour, participants were asked if they had 

used physical violence on someone in the last 12 months. 12.2% of the total sample (n = 243) 

had shown aggressive behavior. The answers were coded 0 = no and 1 = yes (M =1.12, SD = 

0.33). Previous research by Gudlaugsdottir et al. (2004) has used similar methods in 

measures of aggression. 

Procedure  

The data were collected in February of 2009 by the Icelandic Centre for Social Research and 

Analysis (ICSRA) with approval of The Icelandic Data Protection Authority 
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(Gudmundsdottir et al., 2009). All adolescents in 9th and 10th grade were invited to answer 

the questionnaire during school hours. Parents of the students had been notified about the 

study and had the opportunity to step in and prohibit their child’s participation. No 

compensation was rewarded for participating in the study. The students were well informed 

of the study and it was made clear that they were free to quit at any time. The guidelines were 

very clear and the participants were made sure they knew the study was anonymous. When a 

student had answered the questionnaire a teacher put it in a blank envelope to ensure total 

anonymity.  

Analysis  

The data were analysed with the statistical software SPSS (version 24). The independent 

variables were religiosity, spirituality and parental and peer religion. The dependent variable 

was aggression in adolescents. The analysis was conducted in three ways. Independent 

samples t-tests were used to compare the continuous variables, anger, social support, religion, 

spirituality and PPR between those who had shown aggression and those who had not shown 

aggression. Independent samples t-tests was also used to compare aggression between 

genders. A chi-square test was conducted on aggression and family conflict. Hierarchical 

logistic regression was used to determine an effect of religion, spirituality, PPR, anger and 

family conflict on aggression. The variables that were controlled for were gender and social 

support. Because the assumption of a normal distribution was not met in multiple linear 

regression, logistic regression was used. The assumptions of the logistic regression were met. 

 

Results 

 Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of gender, social support, anger, family conflict, 

religion, spirituality, parental and peer religion (PPR) and aggression. On average, the sample 

scored high on social support and PPR. However, few scored on anger and family conflict. 
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Religion was especially low but spirituality was equidistant. Female participants were more 

frequent than male participants.  

 

Table 1. Number of participants, minimum and maximum scores, means and standard 

deviations of gender, social support, anger, family conflict, religion, spirituality, PPR and 

aggression 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Gender 2001 1 2 1.52 0.50 

Social support 1963 10 40 33.44 5.26 

Anger  1986 5 20 8.47 3.41 

Family conflict 2041 0 1 0.39 0.49 

Religion 1978 2 8 2.95 1.43 

Spirituality 1930 6 24 12.67 4.81 

PPR 1934 4 16 10.82 3.64 

Aggression 1987 1 2 1.12 0.33 

 

  Table 2 shows an independent samples t-tests performed on the continuous variables. 

The results revealed that those who were aggressive were angrier than those who were not 

aggressive, and also had less social support. Those who had not shown aggression had more 

spiritualty and PPR than those who had shown aggression. However, no difference was found 

on the religion variable between those who had and had not shown physical violence. 
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Table 2. Independent t-test for anger, social support, spirituality, religion and PPR on 

aggression 

 No aggression Aggression t 

Anger 8.17 10.50 10.12* 

Social support 33.7Sk4 31.61 5.85* 

Spirituality 12.82 11.63 3.57* 

Religion 2.97 2.81 1.61 

PPR 10.96 9.87 4.32* 

* p < 0.001 
 

  A chi-square test was performed on gender and aggression. It showed a significance 

difference in aggression between males and females. 8.8% (n = 171) of males had shown 

aggression and 3.4% (n = 66) of females had shown aggression (c2(1) = 63.176, p < .001).  

  Family conflict was a dichotomous variable, so a chi-square test was performed. 

Table 3 shows that 66.3% of those who were aggressive had experienced family conflict (n = 

161) while only 33.7% who were aggressive had experienced family conflict (n = 82; c2(1) = 

81.844, p < .001). 

 

Table 3. Chi-square of family conflict among aggression 

Aggression  No family conflict Family conflict 

No aggression 64% 36% 

Aggression 33.7% 66.3% 

Total 60.3% 39.7% 
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 Table 4 shows the prediction of variables on aggression using five models of 

hierarchical logistic regression. 

 
Table 4. Logistic Regression predicting the effect of anger, family conflict, religiosity, 
spirituality and PPR aggression 

 
 Model 1 

B / Odds ratio 

Model 2 

B / Odds ratio 

Model 3 

B / Odds ratio 

Model 4 

B / Odds ratio 

Model 5 

B / Odds ratio 

Control variables      

    Gender  -0.959 / 0.383* -1.174 / 0.309* -1.346 / 0.260* -1.325 / 0.266* -1.319 / 0.268* 

    Social support   -0.057 / 0.944* -0.031 / 0.970* -0.021 / 0.979 -0.020 / 0.980 0.016 / 1.016 

Negative feelings       

    Anger  0.167 / 1.182* 0.128 / 1.138* 0.126 / 1.134* 0.126 / 1.134* 

Stressful experience      

    Family conflict   1.108 / 3.030* 1.107 / 3.025* 1.117 / 3.057* 

Religiosity      

    Religion    -0.056 / 0.945 0.336 / 1.399 

    Spirituality    0.012 / 1.012 -0.210 / 0.810 

    PPR    -0.042 / 0.958 0.227 / 1.255 

Interactions      

Social support* 

Religion 

    -0.012 / 0.988 

    Social support* 

Spirituality 

    0.007 / 1.007 

Social support* 

PPR 

    -0.008 / 0.992* 

Note. PPR = parent and peer religion 

* p < 0.001 

 
Model 1, including only the control variables gender and social support, revealed that 

males were more likely to show aggressive behavior than females (b = -0.959, p <.001). 

Social support was significant and showed that with one unit increase in social support, the 
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odds of showing aggression decreased by 0.056 (b = -0.057, p < .001). According to 

Nagelkerke’s R square, Model 1 explained 7.5% in the variance of aggression.   

In Model 2, anger was added. A unit increase in anger was associated with being 

1.138 times more likely to be aggressive (b = 0.167, p < .001). Gender and social support 

remained significant. Model 2 explained 14.3% in the variance of aggression according to 

Nagelkerke’s R square.  

Model 3 added family conflict and showed that one increase in family conflict 

resulted in being three times more likely of showing aggression (b = 1.108, p <.001). 

Additionally, by adding family conflict, social support lost its significance (b = -0.021, p 

=.156). In the variance if of aggression, 18.6% was explained by Model 3, according to 

Nagelkerke’s R square.  

In Model 4, the religious variables were added. Neither religion, spirituality or PPR 

were significant and therefore had no individual effect. According to Nagelkerke’s R square, 

Model 4 explained 19% of the variance of aggression.  

 In the complete model, Model 5, the interaction variables were added. The significant 

predictors were gender, family conflict, anger and one interaction variable between social 

support and PPR. In the full model, males were 79% more likely to exhibit aggressive 

behavior than females (b = -1.319, p < .001). Anger was still significant and with an increase 

by one unit in anger, aggression increased by a factor of 1.134 (b = 0.126, p< .001). As 

before, predicted family conflict resulted in being three times more likely of showing 

aggression (b = 1.117, p < .001). An interaction effect between social support and PPR 

showed that a decrease of one unit in the interaction, the odds of showing aggressive 

behavior increased by a factor of 1.008 (b = -0.008, p = .060). The complete model explained 

19.5% in the variance of aggression according to Nagelkerke’s R square. Anger was not 

found to have a significant interaction effect with any of the religious variables and therefore 
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was not included in Model 5. In conclusion, the logistic regression indicated that with the 

increase of anger and family conflict, the likelihood of aggression increased. In addition, 

boys tended to be more likely to be aggressive than girls. Furthermore, the likelihood of 

showing aggression decreased with increase in the interaction between social support and 

PPR. 

Discussion 
 
The main purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between religion, spirituality, 

PPR and aggression, as well as the possible effect of anger, social support, family conflict 

and gender on this relationship. Religion, spirituality, PPR did not have a significant effect on 

aggression when gender and social support were controlled for.  

  In terms of the two hypotheses presented in the introduction, the first hypothesis, that 

spirituality and PPR decrease the likelihood of aggression, but religion has no effect, was not 

supported. The logistic regression did not show significant effect of spirituality or PPR on 

aggression. However, a t-test showed that those who had more spirituality and PPR did not 

show aggression. Neither the logistic regression nor the t-test showed a significance 

relationship between religion and aggression. These findings suggest that being religious is 

not as important as being spiritual or having religious people around you when it comes to 

preventing aggression. It is essential to acknowledge that spirituality and PPR were 

significant despite social support being controlled for. These conclusions are consistent with 

findings from the study by Sigurvinsdottir et al. (2017), who found that both PPR and 

spirituality was associated with less anger, which according to this study, most likely 

decreases aggression. Additionally, like the current study did not find an association between 

religion and aggression, they did not find religion to have an association with anger. 

Nevertheless, not only has spirituality been found to reduce anger, but according to a study 

by  Holder, Coleman, and Wallace (2010), children who were more spiritual were happier. 
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Despite the strong relationship between spirituality and happiness, they did not find religion 

to have a strong relation to happiness. The findings from Holder’s et al. (2010) and 

Sigurvinsdottir’s et al. (2017), as well as the present study, suggest that spirituality and 

religion are separate phenomena and have individual impacts.  

The second hypothesis stated that anger moderates the effect of religion, spirituality 

and PPR on aggression. This hypothesis was not supported as the logistic regression did not 

show any significant interaction effect with anger. However, anger had a direct effect on 

aggression since the t-test showed that those who were angrier were more aggressive. Aside 

from that, an interaction effect was found with social support and PPR. Social support did not 

have an individual effect on aggression, but with the addition of PPR, the effect was 

marginally significant. With an increase in social support and PPR, the likelihood of 

aggressive behavior decreased, which emphasizes the importance of a positive environment. 

Parents play an important role in the adolescent’s developmental phase, as they provide a 

certain environment and a positive home environment builds communication skills, self-

esteem and problem solving skills in adolescents (Jayalekshmi & Raja, 2010). Previous 

studies have shown negative effects of things like family conflict, negative family 

environment, communication problems with parents and a lack of parental support on 

adolescent development. Particular social skills as well as the ability to identify non-

aggressive solutions to problems have also been shown to be effected (Estévez López, Pérez, 

Ochoa, & Ruiz, 2008). According to Jayalekshmi and Raja (2010), a good family 

environment consist of a few things, like minimum conflict between parents, family 

affection, not very strict discipline, mutual respect and confidence and a healthy and moral 

religious environment. However, school environment is also important and has been shown 

to have an impact on problem behavior among adolescents as well as their relationship with 

their parents, peers and teachers, which influences their attitudes and behaviors (Estévez 
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López et al., 2008). Jayalekshmi and Raja (2010) argued that even though teachers were a 

great influence on children, parents had a bigger influence. According to Estévez López et al. 

(2008), a strong protective factor for girls with problematic behavior at school, such as 

aggression, was family environment, while a positive classroom environment seemed to be a 

stronger protector for boys 

According to the findings of current study, boys were more aggressive, while girls 

were angrier. However, those who were angry were more likely to show aggressive behavior. 

Although girls were found to be angrier and boys more aggressive, a possible explanation to 

those findings might be that males and females express anger in different ways. According to 

Goodwin (2006), angry females were more likely to cope in an effective and non-physical 

way, but angry males were more likely to react physically. A possible explanation is that girls 

have also been found to have more emotional control than boys (Else-Quest, Hyde, 

Goldsmith, & Van Hulle, 2006). To accentuate the importance of a positive family 

environment, the current findings also reported aggressive individuals to have had 

experienced conflict within the family such as mental or physical abuse. One might wonder if 

aggressive adolescents might possibly have been taught their aggressive acts, most likely by 

observing someone else partake in aggressive behavior (Werner, 2012). Some children who 

live with domestic abuse learn either psychological or physical aggressive behavior at an 

early age. Children learning hostile behavior from their parents, primarily by observation or 

interaction, is the foundation of the social learning theory. Additionally, harsh discipline and 

aggressive parenting has been shown to aggravate aggressive behavior in children (Werner, 

2012). This could very well be the reason for the considerably more common experiences of 

family conflict with the aggressive adolescents found in the current study. Furthermore, a 

study on anger and aggression across three generations showed that aggressive parenting in 

one generation was directly related to aggressive parenting in the next generation (Conger, 
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Neppl, Kim, & Scaramella, 2003). This involved both direct training and observational 

learning. The study also showed that aggressive parenting was directly associated with 

aggressive behaviour in adolescents (Conger et al., 2003). According to Weyand, 

O’Laughlin, and Bennett (2013), religious parents have been found to have a more effective 

relationship with their children, which also might explain why aggression is more uncommon 

with adolescents who have PPR. Furthermore, religious environment seems to have a positive 

impact on aggression, but Stearns and McKinney (2017) suggested that adolescents with 

religious parents were less likely to take part in risky behaviors, and have a better relationship 

with their parents, especially if the adolescents were religious as well (Kim-Spoon et al., 

2012). As reported by Stearns and McKinney (2017), girls seem to be more religious than 

boys and may therefore be more influenced by parental religion. However, their religiosity 

measures did not make a distinction between religious belief, defined as spirituality in current 

study, and religious practice. Girls believing and practicing religion more frequently than 

boys implies that they are more spiritual and therefore not as aggressive as boys. 

There are a few limitations to this study. Firstly, because the study was cross-sectional 

it is not possible to conclude causality. More specifically, it is unattainable to know whether 

those who are more aggressive are simply less likely to seek out spirituality or PPR. 

Secondly, the data were collected with self-report, so the precision of the data cannot be 

certified as it relies on truthfulness of the participants, which can sometimes lead to response 

bias. In addition to that, many of the measures are retrospective that can induce memory 

biases. Finally, the spirituality measure consisted of the word “God”, without any description 

of what the term consists, which participants could have interpreted differently. Admitting 

that you show aggression is also a limitation, considering that some people might be in denial 

of showing aggressive behavior as it is considered anti-social in most societies.  
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Despite those limitations, the study also consists some important strengths. One being 

the random sample from a population, which was relatively large. The findings can be 

generalized relatively well over Icelandic adolescents as the Icelandic population is relatively 

homogenous and most of the population is a part of the Icelandic Lutheran Church. Studying 

different effects of diverse religious aspects, like religion, spirituality and PPR, is an 

important subject, but relatively few studies have analysed these concepts. The study 

confirmed the importance of this subject as the results indicated that there were different 

effects from religion, spirituality and PPR on decreasing aggression. Furthermore, as anger 

and aggression are so related, it is vital to study the factors together. This study brings 

important knowledge to the literature as it not only highlights the importance of the 

environment, such as social support and PPR, as a protective factor on aggression but it also 

studied religion, spirituality and PPR as three individual religious factors, and just two of 

them had a relationship with aggression. Which has not been done much in previous research.  

Obviously, further research is needed in this literature, especially studies that treat 

spirituality and religion as separate factors. As mentioned before, spirituality has not been a 

popular research topic and therefore further research could bring forth important knowledge 

on the matter. Many previously mentioned studies describe the environment as a crucial 

factor in preventing aggression in adolescents (Conger et al., 2003; Estévez López et al., 

2008; Werner, 2012). Therefore, improving their family and school environment is important. 

Not many studies have been done on the relationship between PPR and aggression.  

Anger is certainly not the only emotion adolescents deal with during their sensitive 

developmental period, thus further research on alternative emotional states and their effect on 

aggression could be intriguing. Looking at different age groups and specific religions and its 

effect on aggression is also missing from the literature. According the article “Trú- og 

lífsskoðunarfélög” (2015), by the statistical bureau of Iceland, Statistics Iceland, members of 
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the Icelandic Statue Lutheran Church have decreased exceedingly in the last decade, which 

means that the Icelandic population is becoming less religious. Studies on American 

population show a similar contraction (Schouten, 2015). Christian Americans who consider 

themselves religious are decreasing, meanwhile people who consider themselves spiritual are 

growing. However, there is also a growth in non-believers (Schouten, 2015). Reasons and 

consequences of this decrease have not much been studied. Our world is continually 

changing and therefore it is important that studies follow the constantly changing culture of 

religion and spirituality to improve and add knowledge to the pre-existing literature. 

The findings of the current study show that social support and PPR are important 

factors in lowering the likelihood of aggression. Overall, those who were aggressive had 

lower social support, spirituality and PPR but more family conflict. These findings emphasize 

the importance of the adolescent’s environment, so contributing to a safe and positive 

environment as well as promoting spirituality is critical in lowering aggression.  
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