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Religious Attitudes and Experiences among Norwegian Psychology 

Students: A replication study 

Background and aim of the study 
In 2009, Reme and Berggraf et.al. published the results of a survey conducted in 2005 about religion 
and psychology among Norwegian psychology students in the professional program 
(profesjonsstudiet). The students were asked about if and how religious and spiritual topics were 
addressed in the lectures and seminars, as well as their attitudes towards including such topics in the 
psychology educational program (Endresen Reme, Berggraf, Anderssen, & Backer Johnsen, 2009). 
The results were both expected and surprising: 93% of the students reported that there were no focus 
on religion in their studies, with hardly any courses or lectures given on the topic. At the same time, 
78% agreed that religion should constitute a greater part of their educational program. 27% perceived 
the profession as being disrespectful towards religious people, and 15% had previously experienced 
condescending comments and bullying of religious students during lectures. These findings indicate a 
less than satisfactory focus on religion in contemporary training of psychology students. With regard 
to a long tradition of religious criticism in psychology (Freud, 1927; Frick & Hamburger, 2014) and the 
reductionist tendency in behaviouristic psychology (Wulff, 1997), such numbers could be expected. 
They are surprising, however, considering the growing interest in spirituality in psychology research  
(Pargament, Mahoney, Shafranske, Exline, & Jones, 2013) as well as therapy (Ulland & DeMarinis, 
2014). Both patients and health care professionals claim that there is a need for a more professional 
integration of spiritual, existential and religious questions in psychotherapy (Holmberg, Jensen, & 
Ulland, 2017).  

More than ten years after the publication of the article, and 15 years after the data collection, a lot of 
research has been done and discussed. Society’s secularization and pluralization has proceeded 
(Taule, 2014) and psychotherapy is now expected to be more culturally sensitive than before – 
religious sensitivity being part of this professional quality (Freund & Gross, 2016). It will as such be 
both interesting and important to find out if these developments are visible in Norwegian 
psychological training of future psychotherapists. The aim of this study is thus to replicate the study 
from 2005, to assess whether or not there are significant changes from 2005 to 2020 in the attitudes 
and experiences of Norwegian psychology students when it comes to religion and psychology. 

We have the following hypotheses: 

H1: We expect no significant differences in the presence of religion as a topic in university 
psychological training 

• As far as we know, still no curricula at Norwegian universities seem to address religious 
topics, and courses about psychology of religion and spirituality have rather been cancelled 
than started in the last few years. Further, with limited teaching resources and tight 
schedules, it is particularly challenging to fit in new topics that have not been previously 
covered and that few are advocating for. 

H2: We expect a lower presence of disrespectful communication about and with religious people  

• We substantiate this hypothesis in the developments we have seen in the Norwegian society 
over the last 15 years, that moves in a more pluralistic and secular direction. Further, with 
the refugee crises and increased immigration, sensitivity for minorities and other religions 
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might have increased, at least within the field of psychology which constitutes the target 
population of our study. 

H3: We expect no change - i.e. a consistently high level - of interest among students in religion 
and spirituality as relevant for psychology  

• During the last 15 years we have seen a continuous increase in diversity in the 
professional psychology programs that we believe will contribute to a continued 
interest and sensitivity to cultural and religious differences  

Survey and sample 
The original survey came with 42 items with mostly 4 possible answers to choose from. In the 
replication study we have reduced the survey somewhat (see appendix), as some of the questions 
from the first study were considered less relevant and useful. We have also excluded some items due 
to data protection concerns. A definition of “religion” and “religiosity” is given at the beginning of the 
survey. The first part then consists of demographics like gender, religious identification and place of 
study. After that, participants are invited to answer questions about their attitudes and opinions. The 
questions involve: 

• Attitudes about religion as part of psychological training, e.g.: 
o If you are not religious yourself, faith is no interesting topic in psychology 
o I think that the spiritual dimension is just as important for being human as the 

mental and physical dimension and therefor it is important in psychology 
• Experience of psychology’s attitudes towards religion, e.g.: 

o I believe that psychology tries to avoid religious topics because they could 
undermine its scientific image 

o I think that psychology has a sophisticated approach to religion 
•  Experience of psychology’s attitude towards religious people, e.g.: 

o I have experienced that religious people have been made fun of in lectures 
o I have experienced that religious people have been treated respectfully in lectures 

• Religion as topic in lectures 
o To what degree 
o In which form (lecture, seminar, etc.) 

• Free text answers: 
o Some say that religion is psychology’s last taboo – what do you think? 
o In what way has your psychological training influenced your attitude towards 

religious faith? 

Procedure 
Key employees from the four universities UiO, UiB, UiT and NTNU, will be contacted by the PI and 
asked to give access to email lists to the professional psychology students. A link to the survey will 
then be sent out to all the students in the psychology educational program, with an invitation to 
participate in the survey. See a draft of the invitation email attached. Two weekly reminders to 
respond to the survey will be sent out. On the last page of the survey, the participants will see an 
email address (to the study coordinator) whom they could send an email if they want to participate 
in a raffle to win a 700 NOK gift card.   

To collect the data, we will use Nettskjema which is a tool for designing and conducting online 
surveys. Nettskjema is developed and operated by the University Information Technology Center 
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(USIT) at UiO. It is easy to use and the respondents can submit answers form a browser on a 
computer, mobile phone or tablet.  

Ethical considerations and data protection 
The survey tool we will use (Nettskjema) is a university-based solution that ensures anonymity and 
secure handling of data by being specifically designed to meet Norwegian privacy requirements. 
The survey will be fully anonymous. Only a few demographic characteristics will be collected, but not 
sufficient to risk anonymity. Participation is voluntary and the questions are assumed to be non-
provoking or frightening. Formal ethic board acceptance is necessary as religion is considered a 
sensitive personal topic. Most of the survey’s questions, however, do not focus on personal 
religiosity but on attitudes towards religion as part of the study of psychology. The few questions 
that do address personal religiosity are of very general nature (such as membership in a religious 
community) so that we estimate the grade of personal sensitivity as low. Nevertheless, every 
question includes “I do not want to answer” as one of the multiple-choice answers. Students will 
receive reminder emails during the survey period, but we will make sure not to send too many 
reminders to prevent perceptions of coercion. As an incentive, they will be invited to participate in a 
raffle of a universal gift card of 700 NOK. This is both done as a nice gesture to show our 
appreciation, but most importantly to replicate the procedure done in 2005 where participants could 
participate in a raffle to win 500 NOK. In 2020-NOK that constitutes about 700 NOK. As we did in 
2005, we will also now draw four winners that each will receive a gift card worth 700 NOK. The study 
coordinator and PhD-student, Lars Mandelkow, will collect the email addresses and make sure four 
winners are drawn from the pool. As soon as the winners are drawn and have received their gift 
cards, the email addresses will be deleted. We will register the collection of email addresses in the 
“melde app” at UiO.  
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