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A B S T R A C T   

This paper aims to understand the influence of sociocultural perspectives on the perception and conceptuali
zation of spiritual intelligence (SI). To do so, a systematic literature review was carried out, and 64 journal 
articles and reviews form the sample for data analysis. Four different perspectives (Western, Eastern, Islamic, and 
Hindu) were identified. In the Western perspective, an egocentric and utilitarian approach to the construct 
prevails. In the Islamic perspective, religion is understood as the only possible expression of SI. In the Eastern 
perspective, the point of view of the common good and the connection with nature prevails. In the Hindu 
perspective, however, knowledge is the key to expanding spiritual awareness. The results indicate that the au
thors’ perspective interferes in the understanding of the conceptualization of SI and its dimensions, and in the 
interpretation of the research results. Finally, a framework for analyzing SI research is proposed.   

1. Introduction 

Spirituality, formerly studied in the fields of philosophy and theol
ogy, has aroused the interest of the scientific community (Houghton 
et al., 2016). Studying it in this context is a challenging task since the 
term ‘spirituality’ carries with it the concepts (or prejudices) that the 
theme raises within individuals. The topic deals with human beings’ 
natural restlessness, which leads them to reflect on their own existence 
(Zohar & Marshall, 2000). This restlessness drives the desire to leave a 
positive mark during their lives through the relationship built with their 
peers, through the work they have done or the lives they have touched. 

In this paper spirituality is studied through spiritual intelligence (SI). 
It is understood as a cognitive capacity that answers existential ques
tions, known as ‘ultimate concern’ (Emmons, 2000a, 2000b; Zohar & 
Marshall, 2000), which is represented by the questions: ‘who am I?’; 
‘what’s the meaning of life?’; and ‘what am I doing here?’ (alluding to 
mission and life purpose). However, the ways to answer these questions 
are not unanimous. Clearly, spiritual intelligence goes well beyond 
traditional notions of intelligence and involves an individual’s capacity 
for self-awareness, meaning, and a connection to something larger than 
oneself, it can include both religious and non-religious perspectives, and 
the interpretation may vary based on individual beliefs and worldviews. 

SI theory originated in the West and carries with it the values and 
meanings of spirituality in this context (Kwon, 2008). When explored 
and investigated in different contextual and geographical settings, in
terpretations are impregnated with local values (Chan & Siu, 2016). 
Feng et al. (2019) and Kwon (2008) claim that researchers from 
different sociocultural contexts use the same theoretical groundings and 
mention the same concepts, but interpret them in a different way, using 
their own beliefs about issues of faith, religiosity and/or existential 
concerns to define SI. Consequently, facts are based on biased percep
tions, which compromise a clear understanding of the SI concept and 
dimensions. Then religious perspective may include, e.g. (Armstrong, 
2023; Moore, 2016; Willard, 1998): connection with the divine or 
transcendent force, which may cultivate a sense of purpose and meaning 
in life through religious beliefs and practices; moral and ethical frame
work, emphasizing the development of moral and ethical values and 
adhering to religious teachings, commandments, or ethical principles 
derived from religious scriptures; prayer and meditation, which may 
involve the ability to engage in these practices effectively, fostering a 
sense of connection, inner peace, and spiritual growth; or community 
and service that stress the importance of engaging in meaningful re
lationships within a community and to serve others in accordance with 
religious beliefs. The non-religious perspective may include (Armstrong, 
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2023; Wilber, 2007; Willard, 1998): self-reflection and awareness that 
lead to a deep understanding of one’s own values, beliefs, and purpose in 
life; ethical and humanistic values that can encompass the ability to live 
in accordance with one’s values, promote empathy, and contribute 
positively to society without relying on religious doctrines for guidance; 
mindfulness and contemplation practices that focus on being present in 
the moment, cultivating a deep understanding of oneself, and fostering a 
sense of inner peace; or the connection to nature and humanity, which 
may involve recognizing and fostering a sense of interconnectedness 
with the world and fellow human beings. 

This study aims to explore the influence of the four different per
spectives identified in the literature on the perception and conceptual
ization of SI, seeking to answer the following questions: How are the 
dimensions of spiritual intelligence interpreted through each perspec
tive? And how does the authors’ perspective influence the way they 
conceptualize SI and relate it to religion? Hence, this research contrib
utes to the discussion of SI, by exploring how the different contextual 
perspectives impact on the perception and conceptualization of SI and 
pointing out different paths adopted in academic studies. To answer 
these questions, a systematic literature review (SLR) was carried out, 
which also supported elaboration of the framework for analyzing SI 
research. 

Through the lens of SI, spirituality is concerned with understanding 
the commitment of human capacity in the search for meaning and 
purpose through the expansion of consciousness about the existential, 
transcendental, and immaterial issues of life (Emmons, 2000a; King & 
Decicco, 2009; King et al., 2012; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). To under
stand better this dimension of spirituality and the theoretical bases that 
support it, the theory is presented through its seminal authors, pointing 
out different paths that influence development of the theory in different 
perspectives. 

This paper is organized in five sections. After this introduction, 
section 2 presents the conceptual understanding of spirituality, religion, 
and spiritual intelligence. Section 3 presents the research method fol
lowed. Section 4 presents the findings, discussing the influence of so
ciocultural perspectives on SI contexts, conceptualization, and 
dimensions. Section 5 addresses the theoretical implications and makes 
suggestions for future studies. 

2. Spirituality, religion, and spiritual intelligence – conceptual 
understanding 

2.1. Seminal authors 

Gardner (1983), Zohar and Marshall (2000) and Emmons (2000a) 
are recognized as seminal contributors to SI theory. However, they 
dissent in the conceptual understanding of SI. On one hand, Gardner 
(2000) maintains a position of not including SI as a type of intelligence. 
On the other hand, Zohar and Marshall (2000) claim that SI is ‘the’ 
primordial intelligence. Finally, Emmons (2000a, 2000b) associates the 
religious and theological aspects with the theory of SI. 

Gardner (1983) had a pioneering role popularizing the expansion of 
a multifaceted concept of intelligence, not restricting it only to logical 
mathematical thoughts or the mastery of language (written and spoken). 
Gardner (1983) considers the existence of seven types of distinct ‘in
telligences’: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, 
bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal and intrapersonal. Afterwards, Gard
ner (2000) expanded his list of intelligences to include an eighth one 
called ‘existential intelligence,’ which aligns with the exploration of 
spiritual and existential aspects of human experience. However, Gard
ner’s (2000) theory does not explicitly use the term ‘spiritual intelli
gence.’ The idea of spiritual intelligence has been developed by other 
researchers and authors as a distinct concept that goes beyond Gardner’s 
original framework. 

However, the spiritual perspective of intelligence caught academics’ 
attention and sparked discussions about the religious, divine, and sacred 

aspects of the human being, which propelled SI into an independent 
theoretical conception (Halama & Strizenec, 2004). It was precisely this 
relationship between religion/religiousness and SI that was questioned 
by Gardner (1983, 2000). Gardner (2000) justifies that as the sacred is 
an ambiguous issue he was not prepared to argue what is holy and what 
is profane. 

Zohar and Marshall (2000) claim that SI is the final intelligence, 
which integrates and re-signifies the human being’s thought process. SI 
is responsible for uniting information coming from the physical body, 
reason and emotion generating meaning for the human being. There
fore, SI is defined as a human capacity to approach and solve moral and 
ethical problems, of deep existential significance, influencing the choice 
of a life path that makes sense to the individual (Zohar & Marshall, 
2000). The search for meaning (the ultimate concern) is the key issue for 
these authors. It is manifested by the natural tendency of the human 
being to question oneself ‘who am I?’ and ‘what is the meaning of life?’ 
Its conceptual bases are existential philosophy, neurology, and the 
psychology of the meaning of life (Zohar & Marshall, 2000). 

Concomitantly, Emmons (2000a) presents the theory of SI defending 
that SI is an autonomous construct that integrates different concepts of 
psychology, philosophy, and theology. Contrary to Gardner (1983), 
Emmons (2000a) considers that SI meets all the requirements to be 
considered an intelligence, based on the criteria defined by Gardner 
(1983). 

From these seminal publications, SI started to be analyzed and dis
cussed in areas such as psychology, education, or organizations. One of 
the first questions raised was whether one should consider SI as an in
telligence or as a domain. 

2.2. Spiritual intelligence: domain or intelligence? 

Although spirituality and spiritual intelligence are related concepts, 
they have clear distinct meanings. Spirituality is a broad and subjective 
term that involves a sense of connection to something greater than 
oneself and often encompasses beliefs about the meaning and purpose of 
life. It refers to the search for and experience of the transcendent or 
sacred. It manifests, among others, in religious practices, contemplation 
of nature, ethical or moral considerations, and a sense of interconnec
tedness with others (King & Decicco, 2009; Wilber, 2007; Zohar & 
Marshall, 2000). Differently, SI is a specific aspect of intelligence that 
goes beyond traditional cognitive abilities involving the capacity to 
access and apply a set of values, principles, and meanings. SI often in
cludes qualities such as self-awareness, empathy, compassion, the ability 
to see the bigger picture, a sense of purpose and meaning, and the ca
pacity to transcend individual concerns. In essence, spirituality is a 
broader and more inclusive concept that encompasses various personal 
beliefs and experiences related to the transcendent, while SI is a more 
focused term that denotes a particular aspect of human intelligence 
associated with navigating and making sense of spiritual or existential 
aspects of life (Gardner, 1983, 2000; King & Decicco, 2009; Wilber, 
2007; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). 

Intelligence is a central concept for psychology, which seeks to 
explain the complex phenomenon related to the human method of 
thinking, understanding, adapting, learning and efficiently using per
sonal and natural resources in the face of life’s obstacles (McElya, 2017). 
The approach to intelligence is divided into two different perspectives: 
the view of a single intelligence with the use of formal logical capabil
ities (Kovacs & Conway, 2019), and the perception of multiple in
telligences (Almeida et al., 2009; Sternberg, 1999). 

The multiple intelligence perspective extends the concept of intelli
gence to encompass cognitive processes beyond reason and logic. In this 
view, the concept of intelligence has problem solving as its central point, 
reflecting on the importance of human beings using their cognitive 
abilities to adapt and survive life’s demands (Emmons, 2000a; Gardner, 
2000). Scholars who follow the perspective of multiple intelligences use 
the criteria of Gardner (1983) to assess what can be considered as 
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‘intelligence,’ as some human abilities (musical, spatial, 
bodily-kinesthetic, intrapersonal and interpersonal abilities, among 
others), cultural and individual differences, practical applications in 
education help foster the strengths and learning styles of individuals and 
allow the varied understandings of artistic, social and practical skills 
that allow a personalized understanding of intelligence (Gardner, 1983, 
2000). In this sense, Gardner (2000) explains that SI cannot be identified 
as an intelligence, but only a domain, because it is limited to knowledge 
about spirituality themes. Emmons (2000b) counter argues by explain
ing that SI is a human skill, positively using spiritual knowledge to solve 
daily problems, fitting all the criteria suggested by Gardner (1983). 
Thus, if SI is considered as an intelligence, it will be perceived as a way 
of being, thinking, and doing in life, considering the human relationship 
with the transcendent and the divine (Collins, 2010). If SI is conceived as 
a domain, it is assumed that knowledge about spirituality may or may 
not influence individuals’ decisions and behavior. 

This discussion is a key factor in the conceptualization of SI, since 
intelligence is the way to process information, while domain is only 
information (Gardner, 2000). Using a figure of speech, intelligence is 
like the computer operating system, while the domain is the information 
itself put inside. 

The importance of defining spirituality as a type of intelligence lies in 
removing it from the field of a domain, raising it to the level of science 
(Emmons, 2000b). In this way, SI has begun to be studied as a biological 
and cognitive potential and not just as an area of knowledge. The bio
logical potential gives SI a physiological predicate. It means that spiri
tual intelligence is part of human nature, even when it manifests itself at 
unimpressive levels. The theory of Zohar and Marshall (2000) embraces 
this feature, presenting research in the neurology field to determine the 
‘God spot’ in the human brain. 

The cognitive potential unveils the influence of spirituality in 
problem-solving, which is the central question in defining intelligence 
(Emmons, 2000a; Gardner, 2000; King & Decicco, 2009; Zohar & 
Marshall, 2000), involving the complexity of factors, weighing personal 
goals, the maximum amount of information available, and the impli
cations for decision-making (Gage, 2016). It brings a ‘modus operandi,’ 
with insight and understanding of facts through the lens of spirituality. 

SI framed as intelligence is crucial for the inclusion of spirituality as a 
scientific matter, which was the desire of some seminal authors such as 
Emmons (2000a) and Zohar and Marshall (2000). Emmons (2000b) 
states that spirituality as intelligence becomes a tool to understand 
human nature, integrating it into Psychology studies. Thus, spirituality 
is no longer seen as an irrational, emotional or a philosophical matter. 
Moreover, when SI is reduced to a domain (knowledge) it is deemed as a 
synonym for religiosity or religious behavior, and several authors 
consider this assumption a conceptual error (e.g., King & Decicco, 2009; 
Zohar & Marshall, 2000). The texts by Gardner (2000) and Emmons 
(2000a, 2000b) lead the reader to this misunderstanding, which is 
present in certain articles that discuss SI solely through the bias of 
religion. 

This lack of consensus, and consequently, the twofold forms of 
interpretation of SI (domain and intelligence) are caused by the way 
each author understands and defines what spirituality is. This issue is 
analyzed below. 

2.3. Religion, spirituality, and spiritual intelligence 

The word ‘spirituality’ raises different concepts and opinions. Dis
cussing and debating this ambiguous and complex subject is a chal
lenging research topic (Karakas, 2010). However, many authors follow 
this path intending to investigate and understand the influence of this 
dimension on individuals and society (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; 
Emmons, 2000; Kauanui et al., 2008; Skrzypińska, 2021). 

The approach to spirituality occurs from three – intrinsic original, 
religious, and existential – different views (Houghton et al., 2016). The 
‘intrinsic original view’ assumes that spirituality is the expression of 

individuals’ inner consciousness, which is beyond learned beliefs and 
values. It is associated with a sense of connection with oneself and with 
the community. The ‘existential view’ describes human beings’ search to 
use their potential to create a purposeful and meaningful life, integrated 
with what they believe to be essential in their existence (Ashmos & 
Duchon, 2000). The ‘religious view’, on the other hand, discusses spir
ituality through a specific religious confession, with its doctrines, values, 
and beliefs, such as Catholicism, Islam, and Hinduism (Krishnakumar & 
Neck, 2002). Thus, the understanding of spirituality is influenced by the 
context in which the individual is living (Kwon, 2008), i.e. the 
perspective adopted is based on beliefs and values. 

In sociocultural contexts with strong religious influences, authors 
tend to internalize spirituality into current confessional doctrines, like 
‘religious view.’ In these contexts, spirituality and religion have a direct 
relationship (Hanefar et al., 2016). In other sociocultural contexts, 
where rationality and materialism predominate, this connection is 
irrelevant (Chan & Siu, 2016). In these latter contexts, the existential 
view or intrinsic original view prevails (Houghton et al., 2016). 

The discussion around religion, spirituality, and SI concepts and 
boundaries, is not new (Dein et al., 2012). Some authors believe that SI 
has a strong relationship with faith and religion, regardless of their type 
of confession (Antunes & Silva, 2015; Anwar et al., 2020; Snelgar et al., 
2017), while others exclude religion, defending SI from an existential 
point of view (King & Decicco, 2009; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). 

Religion is the institutionalization of beliefs about the divine that 
involves rituals and ceremonies (Clark et al., 2015; Yang & Wu, 2009). 
Each religious confession expounds its perception of the relationship 
between the individual and God, presenting ‘an instruction manual’ to 
answer ‘how’ to have a meaningful life. It involves a code of practices 
and conduct that constrains moral values and behaviors (Cowan, 2005; 
Moradi et al., 2018). 

If the experience of spirituality, through an intrinsic and existential 
view, may result in the choice of a religious confession (Houghton et al., 
2016), the practice of religious confession may or may not result in the 
development of spirituality (Zohar & Marshall, 2000). Following an 
existentialist perspective, SI can be understood as an internal capacity of 
an individual who seeks deep existential responses, above what is given 
and defined by a certain religion, culture, or society. As such, it cannot 
be reduced to a religion. Although individuals can express themselves 
through a certain religious confession, being religious is not necessarily 
related to having SI (King et al., 2012; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). 

3. Method 

This SLR follows the methodology proposed by Tranfield et al. 
(2003) to identify and evaluate high quality scientific articles regarding 
the organization, approach and discussion of the data. The normative 
steps are divided into three phases: preparation, application and 
dissemination of results. 

3.1. Phase 1 – preparation/planning 

The first phase includes two steps: the first involved the definition 
and construction of the research protocol, establishing the rules of in
clusion/exclusion of documents. Here, the SCOPUS platform was 
established as the source to search for documents. The selection was 
made in December 2020, using the expression ‘Spiritual Intelligence’ 
(originally the term used to conduct the search was ‘spiritual*’ in order 
to address terms related to spirituality and spiritual intelligence; how
ever, it was so broad, that spiritual intelligence as a search term was 
totally overshadowed. As such, the final term ‘Spiritual Intelligence’ was 
adopted. in Article title, Abstract and Keyword as search topic. The first 
batch presented 331 documents. After this result, it was decided to 
consider only ‘journal articles’ and ‘reviews.’ 53 documents were 
excluded as they did not fulfill these characteristics. 

The second step involved the elimination of articles that were not 
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written in English, Portuguese or Spanish (21 in total). Then the ab
stracts were analyzed in order to identify which journal articles and 
reviews addressed spiritual intelligence from the analysis identified in 
this paper. Since the term ‘spiritual intelligence’ is used without any 
contextualization regarding theoretical issues related to the research 
focus, i.e., with reference to common sense, it was decided to exclude 62 
more documents at this stage. 

At the end of this first phase, 195 documents were identified to 
proceed with application of the evaluation protocol. Two more articles 
were added. Although they did not appear in the initial research, due to 
their importance in discussing the topic, they were included: Emmons 
(2000b), who answers the questions presented by Gardner (2000) 
regarding SI theory, and King and Decicco (2009), who present the SISRI 
scale for spiritual intelligence. As such, the total number of documents 
for analysis in the next step is 197. 

3.2. Phase 2: application of the quality assessment protocol 

In this stage, all the 197 papers selected in the previous phase were 
analyzed according to the quality of the content. This evaluation is 
performed through the guide adopted by the Academy of Management, 
which serves as a framework for reviewers to evaluate articles for 
publication. This ‘guide’ (Appendix 1) is structured in 17 questions that 
assess the robustness of the theoretical presentation, the methodology 
used, the clarity of data presentation, coherent construction in pre
senting the results and the contribution of the work to the scientific and 
social area. 

Each of the 17 questions receives one point for Yes and zero for No. 
After this evaluation the documents are classified – as a percentage of 
the maximum evaluation – into three groups: group A, where the score 
must be greater than 80%; group B, where the evaluation varies between 
51% and 79%; and group C, where the assessment is 50% or less. 

Articles classified in group C were excluded for not having enough 
consistency to be considered relevant for the study. Type A documents 
were included in the subsequent analysis. Those classified as B were 
reassessed by the authors of this research, applying the parameters 
described by Pittaway et al. (2004) and followed by Silva and Moreira 
(2019). 

There are 96 documents classified as ‘Type C’, 35 as ‘Type A’ and 61 
as ‘Type B.’ Type B documents were reassessed by the five quality factors 
(Appendix 1). In this new evaluation, each revised article receives a 
classification for each of the quality issues: NA (not available); 1 – 
marginally achieves the evaluated objectives; 2 – achieves the objec
tives; and 3 – completely achieves the objectives. Those that presented 
values 2 and 3 in all items of analysis were included in the final sample, 
together with the documents classified as ‘Type A’ in the previous step. 

In this re-evaluation stage, of all documents classified as ‘Type B’, 32 
were excluded and 29 were included in the analysis with the remaining 
‘Type A’ documents. At the end of this classification, 64 documents 
(Appendix 2) were included as the final sample of this SLR. 

3.3. Phase 3: application and dissemination of the results 

In this last evaluation phase, the 64 documents covering all the re
quirements proposed in the SLR protocol were fully analyzed. Based on 
evaluation of these selected documents (namely, their theoretical and 
practical consistency), it was possible to conclude about the influence of 
sociocultural perspectives on academic research on SI. 

4. Findings 

The 64 documents selected for evaluation (Table 1) were published 
between 2000 and 2020. From 2016 onwards the number of publica
tions increased substantially, showing increasing interest in this topic. 

Of the total number of studies analyzed, 42 articles used quantitative 
methods, four qualitative methods, five a mixed method and 13 were 

theoretical articles. The most used scale was SISRI-24 (n = 29), followed 
by ISIS (n = 5), SLI (n = 2) and PSI (n = 2). Most studies are in the field of 
psychology (n = 37), aiming to analyze human behavior, exploring 
themes related to happiness, subjective well-being, and physical and 
mental health. Furthermore, in these studies, feelings of compassion, 
hope and resilience are also analyzed through the lens of spirituality. 

In the articles related to the business area (n = 24), the main 
emerging issues concern the impact of spirituality on ethical values and 
on organizations’ social and environmental orientation, since they are 
fundamental in implementing business strategies and in defining: 
resource management policies; human resource management policies; 
and the impact of services on the environment and the community. 

Another organizational perspective is more focused on the employee. 
This perspective explores the impact of spirituality: on the employee’s 
feeling of contributing to the common good; on the construction of their 
personal identity; on the satisfaction of performing tasks; on the 
commitment to work; and on improving the quality of employees’ re
lationships with customers and colleagues. 

Table 1 
Characterization of the analyzed articles.  

Publication Year N 

2000–2003 3 
2004–2007 3 
2008–2011 4 
2012–2015 10 
2016–2020 43  

Type of 
Paper 

N Scale % 

Quantitative 42 SISRI 45.3% 
ISIS 7.8% 
PSI 3.1% 
SLI 3.1% 
Nasseri Scale 1.5% 
Without or 
different scales 

39.2% 

Theoretical 13   
Qualitative 4   
Mixed 5    

Subject Area N % 

Psychology 37 57.8% 
Organizations and Business 24 37.5% 
Education 3 4.7%  

Perspective N % 

Islamic 
Iran 14 46.9% 
Malaysia 9 
Pakistan 2 
Indonesia 3 
Jordan 1 
Egipt 1  
Hindu 
India 7 10.9% 
Western 
USA 6 34.4% 
South Africa 2 
Canada 2 
Portugal 2 
Slovenia 2 
Greece 2 
Poland 2 
United Kingdom 1 
Brazil 1 
Peru 1 
Sweden 1 
Eastern 
China 2 7.8% 
China and Taiwan 1 
Hong Kong 1 
Korea 1  
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There are also three studies in the area of education that focus on the 
teaching-learning mechanisms and practices that can help to develop 
spiritual intelligence, as well as on understanding the impact of imple
menting programs that stimulate the development of spirituality in the 
context of classroom activities and in developing meaningful in
teractions among students. 

Although research on spirituality and/or SI was carried out in 22 
different countries, Iran emerges as the country with the most research 
in this field, followed by Malaysia. Based on the perspectives of the 
analyzed articles, more than 45% of the research in this field is found to 
originate in countries based on Islamic religion (n = 30) and around 
34.4% in Western countries (n = 22). 

4.1. Different perspectives on the SI construct 

Four different ways to understand, interpret and define SI emerged 
from analysis of the articles included in this systematic literature review. 
We classified them as Western, Eastern, Islamic and Hindu perspectives. 
We used the term ‘perspectives’ and not culture because we intend to 
address and refer to understanding of the SI concept and dimensions 
perceived in the light of beliefs, customs, and traditions, within certain 
sociocultural contexts, and not allude to broader cultural standards, 
norms or behaviors that cut across a country or a group of countries. The 
fundamentals of each perspective will be presented to understand the 
impacts of the context on the understanding in each of them. 

4.1.1. Islamic perspective 
Understanding SI through the Islamic lens is connecting spirituality 

to religion, as SI is consubstantiated in the context of Islamic religion 
(Anwar et al., 2020). In this perspective, the act of reflecting on one’s 
existence and answering questions about ‘the why of life’ is a sign of 
high moral, cognitive, and emotional abilities that only people with a 
high SI possess (Moradi et al., 2018; Munawar & Tariq, 2018). More
over, from this perspective there is no SI without the relationship with 
God and Islamic religious principles (Hanefar et al., 2016). Although 
they use the concepts developed by Emmons (2000a) and King and 
Decicco (2009), who conceived spirituality and SI with no direct con
nections with religion, these concepts are understood as synonyms of 
religion: “In the hearts and minds of all people, spirituality is evident in 
religious habits and behaviors everywhere” (Ahoei et al., 2017, p. 2). 

For example, the SISRI scale and its factors are predominantly used 
by Islamic authors, but they are interpreted through a religious bias. 
Hence, the meaning of life and the ultimate concern are revealed to men 
and women when they fulfill their role as a servant of God. In the same 
sense, the expansion of consciousness is the offering of God’s abilities 
and knowledge to his believers, and transcendence is the recognition of 
divine existence, and that God is the Lord of creation and the only source 
of life. 

This perspective has been reinforced by some research findings that 
suggest a relationship between SI and religious behavior. In a study with 
adolescent fighters, results indicate that a high SI (understood as “with a 
greater presence of God”) leads to lower aggression (correct behavior, 
less negative emotions, and better emotional control) (Karimi & 
Mohammadi, 2020). In another study analyzing women with cancer, 
even without measuring their religious behavior, Ahoei et al. (2017) 
conclude that the presence of SI is a sign of the usual practice of religious 
rites and a good spiritual life. 

In works where it is not possible to confirm the relationship between 
SI and positively valued and/or ethical behavior preached by religious 
denominations, researchers show surprise at the results obtained. As an 
example (Razaghi et al., 2017), in a study of the parents of hospitalized 
premature infants, mothers’ SI is correlated with their mental health, 
but for the fathers there was no significant relationship between these 
two variables. The authors expressed incomprehension of the results 
obtained. In a study that tried to relate the ethical behavior of librarians 
with SI (Moradi et al., 2018), the results show no relationship between SI 

dimensions and professional ethics, which was expected by the authors. 
The results obtained by Munawar and Tariq (2018) with elderly Muslims 
also confirm this situation as there is a highly significant negative cor
relation between life satisfaction and SI. 

These results may suggest that the authors’ willingness to understand 
SI as an expression of religious behavior does not do justice to the 
complexity of this dimension and reduces it to a single possible aspect of 
its expression. Therefore, from the Islamic perspective and based on the 
authors analyzed, there is no existential answers in critical reflection on 
immateriality, transcendence, and fundamental aspects of human life 
outside the religious context. 

From an Islamic perspective, religion becomes the defining charac
teristic of spiritual intelligence, reducing it to a domain rather than a 
form of intelligence. Surveys measure the faith and religious behavior of 
these people and not spiritual intelligence. This discrepancy shows that 
researchers’ cultural ideas about spirituality determine the interpreta
tion of the facts studied. 

4.1.2. Eastern perspective – collective view 
The Eastern perspective represented here by the countries of China, 

Taiwan, and Korea follows, mainly, the principles and beliefs of 
Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian philosophies (Feng et al., 2019). Chi
nese political society is organized according to a communist system that 
tends to suppress religious expression. Thus, a tiny fraction of people 
professes a religion (Chan & Siu, 2016; Yang & Mao, 2006). 

Even so, the first articles on SI (Yang & Mao, 2006; Yang & Wu, 
2009) from these countries used the perspective of Wolman (2001), who 
claims that religious experiences, regardless of ideological creed, 
contribute to the development of spiritual intelligence. SI was assessed 
through factors like recognition of a divine power, meditation or 
contemplation practices, involvement in charitable activities, discus
sions on the topic of spirituality, childhood religious experiences, and 
personal traumas that cause individuals to reflect on spiritual issues. 
Except for experiences of pain and suffering (trauma), the results indi
cate a low significant relationship between SI and those factors. How
ever, the group that reported having a specific religion (5.4%) scored 
better than the others, leading the authors to conclude that religion may 
have a positive impact on SI. 

Yang and Wu (2009) compared SI in two different societies (China 
and Taiwan). The scores obtained by the Taiwanese group are higher 
than those obtained by the Chinese group. The commonality is that both 
respondents with religious affiliation had higher SI scores than those 
without religious affiliation. This result strengthens the idea that reli
gious beliefs contribute to the development of SI. Moreover, the results 
acknowledge that despite the common shared cultural roots of both 
countries, differences in social systems affect the way people think about 
the purpose and meaning of life. However, an important aspect of these 
studies (Yang & Mao, 2006; Yang & Wu, 2009) was that they did not 
consider the practices of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism that are 
ingrained in Chinese societies. These philosophies represent their values 
and identities. Thereby, as SI is influenced by individuals, the study of SI 
must focus on their beliefs and perspectives in order to understand their 
expressions (Chan & Siu, 2016; Kwon, 2008). 

With the intention of studying SI from an Eastern perspective, Chan 
and Siu (2016) and Feng et al. (2019) conclude that the understanding of 
some key concepts of SI theory is conceived differently from the West. 
For example, in the Eastern perspective, the word “transcendence” 
means being in touch with the energy of the universe, in which the in
dividual is part of the whole; the values of the community represented 
by the family or society are above the desires or needs of the individual. 
The expansion of consciousness is an energy that seeks balance between 
the “I,” the community, and nature. Cultural principles proclaim that 
people must devote themselves to a virtuous life dedicated to the col
lective, practicing humility, honesty, and responsibility for the collective 
(Chan & Siu, 2016; Feng et al., 2019). 

Yang and Mao (2006) and Yang and Wu (2009) did not find a 
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relationship between religion and SI (sample with 26.8% with religious 
belief and 73.25% without religion). Moreover, they found that Chinese 
students interpret the search for the meaning of life differently from 
Canadians, which might be explained by the use of certain varia
bles/constructs – Personal Meaning Production and Critical Existential 
Thinking – which might have been understood as existential well-being 
rather than spiritual intelligence, by some of the respondents. 

4.1.3. Western perspective– egocentric one 
The seminal authors of SI theory are aligned with the Western 

perspective. These authors can be divided into those who associate 
spirituality with religion (Emmons, 2000a; 2000b), and those who use 
the existentialist point of view (King et al., 2012; Zohar & Marshall, 
2000). Despite the different positions, both advocate a worldview 
centered on individualism. That is, the angle of analysis of SI is 
egocentric, seeing the human being as an isolated being. His quest for 
self-development aims at finding personal well-being, material balance, 
and success (Z. Bauman, 2009). 

From the Western perspective, SI is a tool for achieving quality of 
life. As such, the SI concept expresses this usefulness when it states that 
it integrates and adapts spiritual (or religious) information, applying it 
in solving daily problems and guiding the pursuit of personal goals 
(Emmons, 2000b). 

In Western articles there are several references to the “Self” (personal 
goals, personal interpretation of ultimate concerns, skill, inner self, self- 
realization). The main idea is that SI: (a) increases individuals’ ability to 
achieve a happy and fulfilling life (Skrzypińska, 2021); (b) enhances 
personal communication skills (Clark et al., 2015); improves creative 
capacity and focus on tasks, with a consequent positive performance at 
work (Cowan, 2005); or (c) develops spirituality to enjoy and enrich 
one’s own life (Canales & Huaman, 2020). 

In the West, individuals normally seek to achieve autonomy and 
independence. The process of personal, professional, and financial 
development is based on the individual’s responsibility (C. M. Bauman, 
2009). Life’s achievements are perceived as personal merit (Bauman & 
Haugaard, 2008). The ‘meaning of life’ is related with happiness and 
quality of life. And this happiness, usually, is not related to other people. 
Meditation or yoga practices, for example, are seen as techniques to 
achieve well-being (Kwon, 2008). Therefore, spirituality is also 
perceived as a means to achieve personal goals, as defined by Adams and 
Hyde (2008 p. 59) “spirituality involves a deep-down awareness of one’s 
relationship with one’s self, and with everything other than one’s self.” 

Western investigations are also interested in finding a practical 
usefulness for SI theory. For example: the analysis of childhood dreams 
(Adams & Hyde, 2008), aiming to understand the process of resolving 
personal conflicts; the leadership development model (Cowan, 2005), 
which focuses on developing leaders’ spiritual skills to achieve greater 
efficiency in management; or improving the quality of care and man
agement in the health service (Canales & Huaman, 2020). 

4.1.4. Hindu perspective 
There are several religions in India, with Hinduism being the most 

common and prevalent (Devi et al., 2017). Hinduism is expressed 
through polytheism, i.e., believing that God manifests himself in many 
ways. It defends that the human being is part of the consciousness of the 
cosmos. An individual is incarnated on Earth to evolve as a soul, rein
forcing an individual and introspective perspective on life. As such, birth 
within a social caste indicates the process of spiritual evolution for each 
person. Therefore, respect for tradition and knowledge are the guiding 
principles of this perspective (Raman, 2012). 

The Hindu perspective closely relates spirituality to knowledge. 
Knowledge is intrinsically connected with light. This light represents the 
human connection with the divine consciousness of which each subject 
is a part (Raman, 2012). The search for knowledge is the essence of 
spirituality and this is the way individuals reach their purpose in life. In 
this context, SI is interpreted as the natural process of interaction 

between enlightenment (religion), science (knowledge) and expansion 
of consciousness (Devi et al., 2017), or ‘the’ influences to learn and 
internalize knowledge (Augusty & Mathew, 2020). 

The study of spirituality through the Hindu perspective is closely 
related to the Hindu religious view. Respect for tradition, cults and 
ancestral teachings are present in the understanding of SI (Jain & Singh, 
2020). The expansion of consciousness is understood as a divine mission 
and transcendence is achieved through meditation and the practice of 
prayers and religious rites (Devi et al., 2017). 

4.2. Relationship between spirituality, religion, and spiritual intelligence 
perspectives 

In the Islamic perspective, the meaning of spirituality and religion is 
intertwined as the relationship with the divine, which happens only 
through the grace of God (Anwar et al., 2020; Hanefar et al., 2016). 
Polytheism is ingrained in the Hindu perspective. Each type of God, with 
His/Her characteristics inspires the human being to discover the divine 
in different ways (Augusty & Mathew, 2020; Upadhyay, 2017). In the 
Eastern perspective, religion and the idea of God are not as relevant as in 
the Western, Islamic or Hindu perspectives. In the Eastern perspective, 
spirituality is related to the search for balance in life and collective issues 
are more important than individual desires (Chan & Siu, 2016). 

Additionally, SI was found to be presented in two different ways: as a 
domain and as intelligence (Emmons, 2000a; Gardner, 2000). When 
spirituality is reduced to its religious or confessional aspect, it becomes a 
domain of knowledge. When it is treated as a cognitive human skill it is 
discussed through the scientific lens of intelligence. It is possible to 
conclude that what determines the way of seeing and interpreting SI is 
the perspective context. Each perspective answers the existential ques
tions aligned mainly by the interpretation about personal values and 
beliefs. 

In the Western perspective, the starting point is egocentric. So, SI is 
internalized as a resource or a tool for improving the quality of indi
vidual life (Cowan, 2005; Emmons, 2000b). In the Eastern perspective, 
the collective values of coexistence in community and harmony with 
nature stand out. Individual issues tend to be subdued (Chan & Siu, 
2016). Religion and its practices are the answer to spirituality in the 
Islamic perspective (Anwar et al., 2020; Hanefar et al., 2016). In the 
Hindu perspective, spirituality and knowledge go hand in hand to ach
ieve divine enlightenment (Augusty & Mathew, 2020; Menon & Sada
sivan, 2019). 

Reflections on life, death, the relationship with the community and 
nature, for example, are topics widely discussed in Eastern philosophy 
and the Hindu perspective. In contrast, the finitude of life is generally an 
uncomfortable affair for individuals in the West. The relationship with 
God is a central factor in the Islamic perspective. In the West, this 
connection with the divine suffers great interference from the positions 
and interpretations of religiosity. In the East, this aspect has little 
impact. 

Regardless of the convergence of the cognitive aspects of the human 
mind, with a focus on existential concerns unrelated to religion, King 
and Decicco (2009) believe that SISRI can be used in different socio
cultural contexts. Their research sought to identify patterns that portray 
the search for the deep meaning of life in any context. However, it must 
be considered that they are immersed in a sociocultural context that 
influences the way they think about spirituality. A careful look at the 
SISRI instrument shows a structure centered on individualism, on per
sonal well-being that is in line with the principles of the Western 
perspective. 

To understand better the impacts of the perspectives on the 
conceptualization of religion, spirituality and SI, the concepts are sum
marized in Table 2. When religion is conceived as an expression of 
spirituality, SI is perceived through it. When spirituality is perceived as 
broader than religion, SI is analyzed in a deep existential sense, unre
lated to confessions of faith. 
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It is important to emphasize that in addition to the concept described 
or used by an author, the most important thing is to understand how 
they interpret it. For example, Moradi et al. (2018) use non-religious 
scales to measure SI. However, they position themselves in a confes
sional logic. The opposite also happens, reinforcing that the point of 
view is tainted by personal perspectives and beliefs on the topic (Yang & 
Mao, 2006; Yang & Wu, 2009). 

4.3. Perspectives-based definitions of spiritual intelligence and spiritual 
intelligence dimensions 

As already mentioned, the perspective context influences how the SI 
concept is understood. Consequently, the understanding of its di
mensions is also affected by the context. Therefore, meaning and pur
pose of life, transcendence, and spiritual resources are perceived 
through heterogeneous lenses, according to the author’s perspectives. 

In contexts in which religion is the only way of understanding spir
ituality (divinity, God), SI is understood in a curtailed way, not 
expressing all the potential that it can really express (Hanefar et al., 
2016; Maryam et al., 2012). In these situations, authors who treat the 
topic as a synonym for religious confession measure and interpret spir
ituality as a domain of knowledge and not as a cognitive human capacity 
(intelligence). 

As a domain, spirituality is expressed by the knowledge acquired on 
the topic, influenced by the religious beliefs and doctrines of its 

Table 2 
Spirituality, Religion and Spiritual Intelligence: comparing the concepts.  

Author Spirituality Religion Spiritual intelligence 

Emmons 
(2000a) 

Spirituality is the 
personal 
expression of 
ultimate concern. 

It is the state of 
being grasped by 
an ultimate 
concern, a 
concern which 
qualifies all other 
concerns as 
preliminary and 
which itself 
contains the 
answer to the 
question of the 
meaning of our 
life. 

SI is a framework for 
identifying and 
organizing the skills 
and abilities needed for 
adaptive use of 
spirituality. 

Zohar and 
Marshall 
(2000) 

– It is a set of rules 
and beliefs 
imposed from 
outside. 

SI is the mental aptitude 
used by human beings 
to address and find 
solutions to problems of 
meaning and value in 
life. 

Yang and 
Mao 
(2006) 

Spirituality is more 
than religion, just 
as symbols are 
more than 
informational 
signs. Spirituality is 
a belief system 
which imparts 
vitality and adds 
meaning to life 
events; it is also a 
connection to the 
transcendent and 
gives value and 
purpose to life. 
Spirituality is 
experienced in the 
secular and the 
sacred. 

Religion is what is 
firmly believed, 
made up of a 
unique system of 
ideology and 
enforced amongst 
members of that 
belief system 

They use the definition 
of Wolman (2001). 

King and 
Decicco 
(2009) 

Spirituality is the 
personal quest for 
understanding 
answers to ultimate 
questions about 
life, about 
meaning, and 
about relationship 
to the sacred or 
transcendent. 

Religion is an 
organized system 
of beliefs, 
practices, rituals, 
and symbols. 

SI is a set of mental 
capacities that 
contributes to the 
awareness, integration, 
and adaptive 
application of the 
nonmaterial and 
transcendent aspects of 
one’s existence, leading 
to such outcomes as 
deep existential 
reflection, 
enhancement of 
meaning, recognition of 
a transcendent self, and 
mastery of spiritual 
states. 

Kaur et al. 
(2013) 

Spirituality is a set 
of adoptive skills 
and resources that 
facilitate problem 
solving and goal 
attainment 

– It refers to the ability to 
access, express and 
process spiritual 
information. 

Jorge et al. 
(2016) 

Spirituality can be 
considered an 
internal, personal, 
and emotional 
expression of the 
sacred. 

It is a formal, 
institutional, and 
external 
expression of the 
sacred. 

It is the ability to 
manage spiritual 
information, which 
provides an adaptive 
sense for improving 
daily livelihood, 
increasing problem 
solving and facilitating 
the achievement of 
goals. 

Clark et al. 
(2015) 

Spirituality refers 
to the inner, 

Religiousness 
involves 

They use the definitions 
of Emmons (2000a) and  

Table 2 (continued ) 

Author Spirituality Religion Spiritual intelligence 

subjective life, 
affective 
experiences, 
values, sense of 
who we are, where 
we came from, and 
why we are here. 
Spirituality 
indicates our sense 
of the meaning and 
purpose of work 
and life as well as 
connectedness to 
the world. 

adherence to a set 
of faith-based 
beliefs (and 
related practices) 
concerning both 
the origin of the 
world and the 
nature of the 
entity or being 
that is believed to 
have created and 
govern the world. 
It typically 
involves 
membership in 
some kind of 
community of 
fellow believers 
and practitioners, 
and participation 
in ceremonies and 
rituals. 

King and Decicco 
(2009). 

Munawar 
and 
Tariq 
(2018) 

Spirituality can be 
seen in the way 
individuals acquire 
and show meaning 
and purpose in 
their lives, practice 
cohesion to the 
current moment, 
one’s self, world, 
other people and 
holy or vital objects 

– SI is understood as the 
capacity to search for 
sense, reason and worth 
in lives. It can also be 
defined as an effort to 
link our lives with a 
broader, deeper, and 
more meaningful 
objective. 

Feng et al. 
(2019) 

– – SI is understood as the 
ability to connect 
meanings by seeing 
interconnectedness 
between life world 
experience and the 
inner spheres, as well as 
the ability to create 
meaning based on the 
understanding of 
practical problems.  
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perspective. 
In the Hindu perspective, beliefs are also used in the relationship 

between religion and spirituality in the discussion of SI, influencing the 
way of understanding, measuring, and interpreting this construct 
(Augusty & Mathew, 2020; Upadhyay, 2017). 

In materialistic societies, as occurs in the West, where there is a 
demand for survival and huge encouragement of consumption, there is 
little room for developing and internalizing reflections on the tran
scendental and immaterial values of life (Antunes & Silva, 2015; Clark 
et al., 2015). 

Differently, Eastern perspectives face the concept encompassing 
transcendental issues, appealing to values such as collective well-being 
and harmonization with the universe (Chan & Siu, 2016; Kwon, 
2008). As such, it could be argued that the understanding of SI is 
influenced by the material life or the religious point of view of each 
perspective. 

5. Theoretical contributions, limitations and suggestions for 
future studies 

Theoretically, it is important to note that SI research is impregnated 
with a strong bias according to the contexts individuals live in. Thus, it is 
important to establish some guidance to help the reader grasp the logic 
that will support the theoretical argument, interpretation of the data 
collected and the results achieved. Therefore, we proposed a framework 
for analyzing SI research, which clarifies the main concepts and defi
nitions, as well as the relationship with religion, regarding different 
contexts (Fig. 1). This framework allows the reader to understand that 
when spirituality and religion are used as synonyms, SI will be associ
ated with confessional behaviors and practices. But when these ideas are 
dissociated, SI is expressed through an existentialist point of view. 

This article has an important limitation. It is clear that three per
spectives here analyzed are closed connected to different religions, 

which is not the case when the authors refer the Western perspective. It 
is clear that the Judeo-Christian traditions are part of the historical, 
cultural, demographic, educational traditions that have coined the 
prevalence of Christian values and traditions in Western culture. Some 
of those values are the foundational concepts shaping Western morality, 
ethical norms, law and culture, which are deeply embedded in the cul
tural fabric of the Western world. 

In the Western world, particularly in many European countries and 
North America, secularism has become a defining characteristic of 
governance and public life with several implications for the under
standing of spirituality and spiritual intelligence: secularism, which 
deter religious authorities holding any political power; laicity as a 
bedrock of religious freedom and pluralistic society; neutrality of the 
State with respect to religion; and a public discourse characterized by a 
secular approach, with discussions about policies, ethics and societal 
issues framed in non-religious terms normally polarized in equality and 
individual freedoms regardless of religious doctrine. 

It clear that although there are some countries in the Western world 
with more pronounced secularism and laicism, the perspective of the 
authors, from a clear Western-based perspective, may have given a less 
religion-based approach to the Western perspective, which may be 
considered a limitation of the study. 

Despite the contribution of this work to understanding the multiple 
perspectives of SI, allowing its research to be more accurately inter
preted, SI research faces a challenging future. For example, when SI 
theory is reduced to religious behavior, it is lowered to a domain. 
However, it is worth remembering that human intelligence is a capacity 
with potential for development (Zohar & Marshall, 2000). Just like 
rational skills, SI needs to be stimulated and given opportunities to grow. 
Human beings have within themselves the ability to reflect on their 
existence in addition to materialism or rationality. This human cognitive 
skill to seek meaning represents more than a domain; it is an intelli
gence. It represents human beings’ capacity to find explanations and a 

Fig. 1. Framework for analyzing SI research.  
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positive sense in living, in overcoming obstacles and adversities, and in 
looking at life itself as fruitful participants in something greater than 
themselves, regardless of the differences across sociocultural, religious, 
or geographical perspectives. SI allows human beings to reflect on their 
own existence using all their cognitive skills to find meaning and pur
pose in being alive. The presence of SI in the lives of individuals leads to 
the reflection that existence is not a mere chance of destiny. It reinforces 
the feeling that life has meaning and purpose and thus it creates an 
impact on life itself, on the lives of others and on their contexts. 

Therefore, efforts must go in the direction of achieving the essence of 
SI. It is not a matter of establishing new definitions of SI but of under
standing that SI is a cognitive process of thinking and endowing life with 
meaning and purpose, above what is dictated by each perspective or 
religion. With the human potential to develop the ability to look at the 
existential experience with a positive awareness of the meaning of life, 
SI can inspire research on the prevention of depressive behaviors, sui
cide, resilience, tolerance to stressful situations and balance in life. 

In the field of organizations, research can relate to topics such as 
leadership, work motivation, engagement, and productivity. This is 
because work is a favorable field for individuals to find their purpose of 
life, especially with different interpretations among beliefs and 
religions. 
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