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Research suggests that women perceive organized religion more positively then. Furthermore, self-
enhancement motives may drive expressions of religiosity. This study sought to examine the extent to which
men and women would include religious statements in a fictitious blog entry, depending on the extent to
which they were identifiable to a potential audience and the size of that audience. To examine this, we em-
ployed a 2 (anonymity: anonymous or identifiable) x 2 (participant gender: male vs. female) x 3 (perceived
audience: no audience, limited, or public) between-subjects factorial design. Participants wrote a fictitious
blog entry about the typical day of a student and were randomly assigned to believe that their entry would
be anonymous or identifiable and that the potential readership of their entry was non-existent, limited to
other participants in the study, or the entirety of the Internet. Results indicated that identifiable men, relative
to men in all other conditions, engaged in more religious disclosure only when their blog entries would not
be viewed by anyone. These results suggest self-enhancement pressure may play a role in gender differences

in the expression of religiosity.

The U.S. ranks above Canada, the United King-
dom, Israel, Japan, and many other countries on
self-reported religiosity (Pelham & Nyiri, 2008),
and specifically within America, the top ten most
religious states are all located in the southern re-
gion of the U.S. (Newport, 2009). Given these sta-
tistics, it is likely that many Americans view religi-
osity as a positive characteristic. However, religios-
ity may be perceived less positively by men than
women, because men participate in less religious
activity, report being less devout, and identify less
with being religious (Gallup, 2010; Thompson &
Remmes, 2002). These gender differences in self-
disclosed religiosity may be influenced by pressures
to conform to traditional gender role expectations.
We therefore contend that men may be more likely
to express religiosity when such pressures are lifted.

Gender differences in religiosity may be par-
tially explained by traditional gender role expecta-

tions. For example, women are expected to be
communal (i.e., nurturing, cooperative, and sub-
missive), whereas men are expected to be agentic
(i.e., independent, self-reliant; Barry, Bacon, &
Child, 1957; D’Andrade, 1967; Eagly, 1987).
Thus, being submissive to a higher power may be
seen as feminine due to its call for obedience and
implicit rejection of self-reliance. Women may
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therefore be more likely to present themselves as
religious in order to conform to gender role expec-
tations (Batson, Schoen-rade, & Ventis, 1993). In-
deed, women who adhere more strongly to gender
role prescriptions are more likely to participate,
support, or believe in overtly religious activities
and ideology (Felty & Poloma, 1991). However,
no known research has explored whether the relig-
iosity of men may also be influenced by gender role
expectations.

Given that religiosity does not fit well with
traditional gender role expectations for men, we
propose that self-enhancement may explain the
comparatively low, self-reported ratings of religios-
ity in men. Self-enhancement refers to people's ten-
dency to present themselves in ways that enhance
their positive attributes while downplaying those
that could be construed as negative or deviant (Al-
icke & Sedikides, 2009). Because men, owing to
societal pressures, generally perceive feminine
characteristics as less desirable than masculine ones
(Eagly, 1987), men may self-enhance by downplay-
ing traits associated with femininity while bolster-
ing those traits associated with masculinity. Self-
enhancement is employed more by men than wom-
en (Guadagno & Cialdini, 2007), and we propose
that because religiosity is perceived as feminine,
men may suppress their religiosity in social settings
as a means of self-enhancement.

If the expression of religiosity in men is influ-
enced by pressures to self-enhance, men may be
more willing to express religiosity when such pres-
sures are lifted. For instance, pressures to self-
enhance may be alleviated when people engage in
identifiable, rather than anonymous, discussion.
According to the SIDE (Social Identity Model of
Deindividuation Effects) model, anonymous discus-
sion can result in deindividuation, a state in which
an individual’s personal sense of identity and reali-
ty are diminished, leading to decreased focus on
personal standards and increased focus on group
norms (e.g., gender norms) if such information is
available (Guadagno et al., 2010; Postmes, Spears,
& Lea, 1998). Therefore, we suggest that men may
be less likely to conform to gender norms and ex-
press more religiosity when anonymity is reduced.

In addition, we propose that pressures to self-
enhance are also influenced by the size of the audi-
ence to which individuals express their religiosity.
Specifically, we expect that audience size and self-
presentation pressures are positively correlated, be-
cause an increase in the number of individuals
physically present in a given situation is likely to
cause mental distress and a rise in anxiety (Fenig-

stein & Vanable, 1992). Moreover, individuals are
more likely to feel nervous and tense when speak-
ing in front of large audiences (Knight & Borden,
1979; Latané & Harkins, 1976). Decreasing the
size of the audience should decrease self-
presentation pressures and result in increased reli-
gious self-disclosure among men.

The present study sought to examine whether
reducing normative pressures to self-enhance
would increase religious self-disclosure in men. Par-
ticipants wrote a fictitious blog (i.e., online journal;
Guadagno, Eno, & Okdie, 2009) entry. Anonymity
and audience size were manipulated in order to ex-
amine whether religious self-disclosure was influ-
enced by normative pressures to self-enhance. The
number of religious words in participants' blog en-
tries served as our measure of religious self-
disclosure.

Due to a perceived need to self-enhance and
appear masculine, we predicted that men who were
identifiable (and therefore not deindividuated) and
did not expect anyone to read their blog entry
would express more religiosity than would men in
any other condition. We expected that this particu-
lar context would reduce the pressure for men to
engage in gender-role related self-enhancement. We
did not predict any differences in religious self-
disclosure among women.

METHOD

Participants. Participants were 274 students (174
male, 100 female) at a large southeastern university
who received partial course credit for participation
in this study. Participants ranged from 18 to 40
years of age (M,e=19.50, SD=2.26) and were pre-
dominantly Caucasian.

Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to
conditions in a 2 (Identifiability: Anonymous vs.
Identifiable) x 3 (Perceived Audience: No Audi-
ence, Limited Audience, Public Audience) between-
subjects factorial design and informed that they
would ostensibly be testing a program that a local
Internet service provider was thinking of imple-
menting. This program, which resembles currently
available blogging software (e.g., Facebook,
MySpace, blogger, Wordpress), was created specif-
ically for this study. Participants were asked to use
this program to create a blog entry that would be
displayed in one of three ways (corresponding to
the three perceived audience conditions): to only
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the participant, to all participants in the study, or
on the Internet. Participants were only aware of the
condition that they were in, as they were briefed
individually about their blogs and the size of the
audience that would be viewing them.

Following the description of the audience, par-
ticipants composed a blog entry using the blogging
software developed for this study. They were asked
to describe a typical day in the life of a college stu-
dent. This prompt was selected to ensure variability
in participants’ responses, as we wanted to exam-
ine the extent to which participants talked about
themselves relative to typical college students. Par-
ticipants were given a screen name that would be
associated with their blog entry. To manipulate the
extent to which participants felt they could be iden-
tified by their blog entries, the screen name consist-
ed of one of two levels of identifying information.
Specifically, in the identifiable condition, the as-
signed screen names contained the students first
and last name separated by a period (e.g.,
Tom.Smith). In the anonymous condition, the
screen name “green” (i.e., an anonymous name)
was assigned to all participants.

The Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
(LIWC; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 2001) was
used to assess religious self-disclosure. This com-
puter program analyzes text data on a word-by-
word basis against a dictionary of over 2,000
words. Each of the 2,000 words is divided into 74
categories, such as articles (e.g., a, an, the), emo-
tion words (e.g., happy, joy), and pronouns (e.g., I,
my, we, us). Additionally, the LIWC includes a re-
ligion category containing 159 religious words
(e.g., altar, church, and mosque). The number of
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religious words expressed by participants in their
blog entries was assessed via LIWC and operation-
alized as religious self-disclosure.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks. A one-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) confirmed that the manipulation of
perceived audience was successful, F2, 238) =
150.20, p < .001, n,? = .55. Fisher LSD post hoc
tests indicated that all conditions were significantly
different from one another in the predicted direc-
tions, ps < .001. Thus, participants in the No Audi-
ence condition (M = 1.26, 5D = .06) believed fewer
people would see their blog than those in the Lim-
ited Audience condition (M = 5.44, SD = 2.25),
and those in the Limited Audience condition be-
lieved fewer people would see their blogs than
those in the Public condition (M = 6.46, SD =
2.59).

An independent samples t-test confirmed that
the manipulation of anonymity was also successful.
Participants in the anonymous (M = 6.57, 8D =
2.32) condition felt significantly more anonymous
than participants in the identifiable condition (M =
2.49, 5D = 1.94), 1(239) = -14.76, p < .001.

Primary Results. To examine gender differences in
the effects of anonymity and perceived audience on
religious self-disclosure, we conducted a 2 (Gender:
Male vs. Female) x 2 (Identifiability: Anonymous
vs. Identifiable) x 3 (Perceived audience: No audi-
ence, Limited audience, Public Audience) between-
subjects analysis of variance.
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FIGURE 1. Mean Religious Words as a Function of Gender, Audience Size, and Identifiability.
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This analysis revealed a main effect of gender,
F1, 229) = 424, p = .04, n,2 = .01. The main ef-
fects for perceived audience and identifiability were
not statistically significant. Additionally, an Ano-
nymity x Perceived Audience interaction emerged,
F2,229) = 3.08, p = .04, n,? = .02. Suggesting that
this two way interaction was likely driven by par-
ticipant gender, the two way interaction was quali-
fied by a Gender x Anonymity x Perceived Audi-
ence interaction (see Figure 1) on participants’ use
of religion words in their blogs entries, F(2, 229) =
6.64, p = .002, n,> = .05. Specifically, a planned
comparison revealed that men in the no audience
identifiable condition (M = .42, SD = .91) took part
in significantly more religious self-disclosure than
did men in all other conditions (M = .06, SD = .15),
p = .01. Moreover, simple effects revealed women
did not differ across conditions in the extent that
they used religious words in their blogs, ps > .05.
No other simple effects were significant.

DISCUSSION

The current study examined the hypothesis that,
because religiosity is associated with femininity
(Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993; Felty &
Poloma, 1991; Thompson & Remmes, 2002; Gal-
lup 2010), men would engage in more religious
self-disclosure when pressures to self-enhance, and
to conform to gender role expectations, were lifted.
As predicted, men who were identifiable (and
therefore not deindividuated) and expected no au-
dience were more likely to use religious words in a
blog entry than men in the other conditions. This
finding supports the idea that self-enhancement in-
volves the suppression of attributes that are per-
ceived as negative (Alice & Sedikides, 2009), such
as feminine traits in men. These results also rein-
force the link between gender role traditionality
and religiosity (Felty & Poloma, 1991). Moreover,
the current findings support Eagly’s social-role the-
ory (1987), which suggests that men tend to not
display religiosity in an effort to preserve their
masculinity. Furthermore, the finding that identifi-
able men in the no audience condition exhibited
the most religious self-disclosure indicates that the-
se participants were not deindividuated and experi-
enced fewer pressures to self-enhance. This corre-
sponds with past research on the effects of deindi-
vduation (Zimbardo, 1969) and the adherence to
group norms predicted by the SIDE model
(Postmes, Spears, & Leah, 1998).

Most prior research examining the relation-
ship between religious self-disclose and self-
enhancement has employed traditional survey
methodology. A strength of the present study is
that we examined the relationship between these
variables by analyzing participant-generated text.
This method avoids priming the participant with
the topic of interest. For instance, instead of utiliz-
ing overtly religious items, which may provide the
participant with insight into the study’s purpose,
researchers analyzing participant-generated text
can ask a broad set of questions without specifying
the study's purpose. However, one limitation of the
present study is that the religious words utilized by
the LIWC are primarily consistent with Christiani-
ty, making it difficult to generalize our results to
other religions.

Another limitation is that despite our assertion
that religiosity is perceived as part of female gender
roles, the empirical evidence supporting this con-
tention is sparse. However, previous data on wom-
en and religion indicate that women engage in
more religious behavior than men such as devout-
ness, identifying as religious, and church attend-
ance (Thompson & Remmes, 2002; Gallop 2010).
Thus, religiosity may be viewed as a traditionally
feminine characteristic and be ascribed to the femi-
nine gender role. Therefore, owing to the theoreti-
cal framework laid out by social role theory (Eagly,
1987), women may be expected to conform to
normative expectations prescribed by their gender
role and thereby engage in more overtly religious
activities. Future research should more directly ex-
amine the relationship between prescribed gender
roles and self-presentation, as it may further add to
our understanding of different self-presentational
strategies. It may be the case that other attitudes
and behavior endorsed more by one gender are due
to self-presentational concerns as opposed to
chronic dispositional characteristics.

Future research should continue to examine
identifiability and perceived audience as influences
on religious self-disclosure, because the results of
the current study suggest that these variables may
affect individuals’ propensity to wuse self-
enhancement strategies. Accounting for identifiabil-
ity and audience size within research of gender
roles, religiosity, or self-presentation may lead to a
better understanding of all of these areas of study.
Finally, although we found no significant differ-
ences in religious self-disclosure among women, fu-
ture research may benefit from exploring whether
women’s religious self-disclosure is also influenced
by pressures to self-enhance. Overall, these results
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add to our understanding of the factors resulting in
religious self-disclosure as a means of self-
enhancement.
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