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Meanings of “The Existential” in Secular Culture:  

A Survey Study 

 

Abstract:  

"The existential" is a concept that many people use albeit associated with different meanings. 

In order to increase research-based insight into the meaning of "the existential", we conducted 

a questionnaire study in Denmark in 2018 in which we asked 1.106 Danes of various age, 

gender, educational and geographical background about personal associations linked to "the 

existential". Factor analysis of the answers resulted in three different groups of meaning: 1) 

Essential Meanings of Life, 2) Spirituality/Religiosity, and 3) Existential Thinking. The find-

ings show that "the existential" serves well as an overarching construct potentially including 

secular, spiritual and religious meaning domains, at least within the European context.  

 

Keywords:  

Spirituality and health, religion and health, existential philosophy, existential psychology, ex-

istentialism,  
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Meanings of “The Existential” in Secular Culture:  

A Survey Study Assessing a Complex, but Clinically Important Concept 

 

 

Background 

Research in meaning-making and health has mainly focused on religiosity and spirituality 

when investigating how people construct or find meaning in connection with crisis and ill-

ness. Both terms have been subject to much research attention, including attempts to make 

conceptual clarifications (Hill et al., 2000; Hill & Pargament, 2008; Harold G. Koenig, King, 

& Carson, 2012; la Cour, Ausker, & Hvidt, 2012; Vachon, Fillion, & Achille, 2009). An of-

ten-used definition of spirituality is one that derived from consensus processes, first one in the 

US (Puchalski et al., 2009), and second, a later adapted version by researchers affiliated with 

the European Association of Palliative Care (EAPC) (Nolan, Saltmarsh, & Leget, 2011). The 

EAPC thus proposes the following definition: ‘Spirituality is the dynamic dimension of hu-

man life that relates to the way persons (individual and community) experience, express 

and/or seek meaning, purpose and transcendence and the way they connect to the moment, to 

self, to others, to nature, to the significant and/or the sacred.’ A classical distinction between 

religion and spirituality has been proposed by Kenneth Pargament who after a thorough delin-

eation of the pitfalls in conceptualizations on religion and spirituality defines religion as 

“search for significance in ways related to the sacred” whereas he sees spirituality as “a search 

for the sacred” (Pargament, 1999).  

These proposals have been debated. As argued by the authors in an earlier contribution (la 

Cour & Hvidt, 2010) focusing on conceptualizations within research in meaning-making and 

health, it is important to pay attention to secular aspects of meaning-making in secular 
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societies such as the Danish in which only a minority of people reflect on meaning using reli-

gious terms, as evident in the title of Ina Rosen’s PhD dissertation: “I’m a Believer – But I’ll 

Be Damned if I’m Religious: Belief and Religion in the Greater Copenhagen Area : A Focus 

Group Study” (Rosen, 2009). Research suggests that Denmark is one of "the world’'s least re-

ligious countries" (Zuckerman, 2008) where even religious Danes exhibit a high degree of pri-

vate and individualized spirituality (Niels Christian Hvidt et al., 2020; Nissen, Gildberg, & 

Hvidt, 2019; Viftrup, Hvidt, & Buus, 2017; Viftrup, la Cour, Buus, & Hvidt, 2016). 

Therefore, on the basis of empirical and conceptual work generated within an interdisci-

plinary research network in faith and health (Network for Research in Faith and Health: 

www.faith-health.org) we presented a heuristic model for enriching thinking and research on 

meaning-making and health within diverse cultural settings. We presented three primary exis-

tential domains: 1. Secular, 2. spiritual and / or 3. religious meaning making domains. Re-

searchers from different parts of the world have presented and even debated different views 

on which of the three domains should be predominant in research: Secular, Spiritual, or Reli-

gious domains of existential meaning-making. Some of these viewpoints have echoed more 

fundamental differences between European and American thought traditions similar to what 

Berger, Davie and Fokas discuss in their book Religious America secular Europe? A theme 

and variation (Berger, Davie, & Fokas, 2008). Already Stiffoss-Hanssen writing from the per-

spective of secular Northern Europe engaged in a discussion about which of the domains 

should be the overarching one (Stifoss-Hanssen, 1999). Below are the three predominant 

viewpoints:  

1) The ongoing, mainly American discussion about religion versus spirituality seems in-

appropriate to many Europeans. Thus professor Pär Salander from Lund University, 

Sweden, published a debated article titled “Who needs the concept of “spirituality?” 
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(Pär Salander, 2006). He is among those researchers who consider the domain of spir-

ituality unclear and “blurred”, arguing that the use of “spirituality” as overarching 

concept turns “the existential” questions of meaning and purpose into a “spiritual” 

discourse that does not match the existential category and its often non-spiritual con-

tent. He argues that secular, existential psychology is sufficient as explanatory/ana-

lytic framework when investigating the meaning-making processes of people who are 

struck by life-threatening diseases. Salander goes on arguing that only when patients 

or clients refer explicitly to specific spiritual / religious entities such terms should be 

used. Salander’s writings (Pär Salander, 2006; P. Salander, 2012; Pär Salander, 2015) 

are just reminders of how “spirituality” is a concept that, at least in the West, has po-

tential for causing debate.  

2) Nevertheless, Salander’s point of view was answered by palliative physician Willliam 

Breitbart from Sloan Kettering Memorial Hospital in New York City (Breitbart, 

2007). Breitbart considers “spirituality” to be broad enough to encompass the two 

other secular and religious existential domains. Breitbart maintains that the tradition 

of existential philosophy allows for both theistic and secular worldviews and that fun-

damental values and beliefs should have no other label than “spiritual”. 

3) From a third vantage point Hall, Koenig and Meador from Duke University in 

Durham, NC, argue that there is no such thing as “generic” spirituality or existential 

thinking; all such perspectives are informed by culture and a language which are in 

turn imbued with religious traditions, regardless which these may be. Any concept of 

spirit and existence is originally inherent to one or more religious traditions (Hall, 

Koenig, & Meador, 2004). This view is further reinforced by Koenig (2008), who em-

phasizes that notions (and measures) of spirituality that have departed from assessing 
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spirituality as synonymous with religiosity have seriously confounded the meaning 

and measurement of spirituality by including positive mental health as part of the defi-

nition and its assessment (i.e., meaning and purpose, sense of peace, sense of connect-

edness), making it difficult [if not impossible] to examine the relationship between 

spirituality and mental health without ending up with tautological associations that are 

meaningless. This argument has led Koenig’s research group to view spirituality and 

religiosity as basically synonymous, at least in terms of measurement and research 

(although as they indicate in the 2008 paper, addressing spirituality in clinical practice 

as broader than religion is appropriate and should be based on how the patient defines 

spirituality).  

We find all these three viewpoints legitimate per se, but suggest, however, to consider the 

three domains as interconnected layers of meaning, culture and academic traditions instead of 

independent from one another. We thus propose to view “the existential” as the overarching 

concept, encompassing both secular, spiritual and/or religious domains of existential mean-

ing-making (Figure 1).  

To this end it might be appropriate with a neologism: Existentiality, a term proposed 

among others by the above-mentioned Norwegian researcher Stifoss-Hansen in an article in 

which he agrees “with the concern that our field [of psychology of religion] cannot cover all 

of human thoughts about life. I recommend putting existentiality in the place of sacredness, 

meaning serious work on existential issues” (Stifoss-Hanssen, 1999).  

Following our argument concerning “the existential” as overarching concept, we pro-

posed a conceptual grid of meaning-making domains and dimensions that we coined The 

Meaning-Making Matrix (MMM) (Figure 2). In the MMM the three existential domains (secu-

lar, spiritual and religious) should be coupled with socio-linguist Joshua Fishmann’s 
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dimensions of meaning-making: 1. Knowing, 2. Doing and 3. Being, referring to 1. cognitive, 

2. practice and 3. ontological aspects of meaning-making (Fishman, 1980). Structured in a 

grid, these domains and dimensions represent a matrix showing nine possible fields of mean-

ing-making. We propose the MMM as a heuristic tool for conducting research, securing that 

the variety of existential meaning orientations be included in research instruments and qualita-

tive studies, but also for clinical work aiding clinicians in their endeavors of engaging the var-

ious domains and dimensions of meaning-making, especially in palliative care (Niels 

Christian Hvidt & Assing Hvidt, 2019; la Cour & Hvidt, 2010).  

When doing research within meaning-making and health, we remain inspired by two re-

search traditions:  

First, the mainly North American research on religion, spirituality and health: This re-

search tradition is more open to the impact of religiosity and spirituality on health and disease, 

in particular religious coping; it has been said to feature pro-religious biases (R. P. Sloan, 

Bagiella, & Powell, 1999; Richard P. Sloan et al., 2000) but is strongly supported by research 

(Harold G. Koenig et al., 2012). Second, the mainly European thinking on existential philoso-

phy and psychology: It has its roots in the philosophy of existence of Danish philosopher 

Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), to whom we shall return in the discussion and who finds the 

meaning with his existence in a radical dependency of God (Pojman, 1990). Nevertheless, this 

research tradition has become more closed to religious and spiritual aspects of meaning-mak-

ing and health; it has been said to have even anti-religious biases, partly due to Freud’s influ-

ences (Baumann & Pajonk, 2014). Finally, it is weakly supported by research to the point that 

there are rather few research articles on the impact of existential psychotherapy; in fact, exis-

tentialism has consciously gravitated towards anti-research in preferring the inherent logics of 

existentialist thought (House, 2010; Traynor, 2009). 
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Although there is considerable reason to conceptually see “the existential” as the over-

arching dimension of meaning-making and although many researchers support this choice, 

much less empirical research effort has been devoted to focusing on “the existential” and its 

associated, empirical meanings. Thus, a simple search on Medline April 2019 with the search 

word “religious” provides 29.892 hits, “spiritual” provides 16.573 hits and the search word 

“existential” provides only 3.987 hits.  

The purpose of this article is therefore to increase the understanding of the empirical 

meaning of “the existential”. As with “spirituality”, this can be done by at least two methods: 

a top-down method looking through existing literature for definitions; or by a bottom-up 

method asking people in specific contexts about their associations to the word. Both methods 

were used in the present study and will be presented below.  

 

Top-down 

Reviewing existing literature in order to gain an insight into variations in understandings of a 

given concept is a frequent research aim where concepts are found to be multi-dimensional, 

blurred or fuzzy. Recently, we reviewed existing literature dealing with existential orienta-

tions (la Cour & Hvidt, 2010). We went through a large number of texts and summed up a 

continuum of orientations that were ranked by a qualitative analytic strategy. At the least 

transcendent end of the continuum we found understandings of “the existential” as (positive) 

humanistic values (for instance as “the power that comes from within”) classified by no no-

tion of a transcendent realm. At the other end, definitions were based fully on the transcend-

ent (for instance: “The human response to Gods’ gracious call”). A group of definitions in the 

mid-range were centered on a “striving for an inner truth”, a truth that might be inherent to in-

dividuals or of a transcendent nature.  
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There has been much debate on whether concepts should be as narrow and exclusive or as 

broad and inclusive as possible. Belzen thus argues that “spirituality” (“defined by the refer-

ence to transcendence and by nothing else” (Belzen, 2005)) is and should be a broad concept 

that is able to encompass the complexity of lived spiritual life. Too exclusive understandings 

do not meet the reality of the patients, he states, and this leads to narrowed research results.  

Others argue against too broad concepts, in particular when it comes to research. As a 

clinical concept, it may be an advantage to have broad and inclusive concept, but as a research 

concept, where we seek to discriminate precise notions against each other, a broad concept is 

problematic. Moreira-Almeida & Koenig (Moreira-Almeida & Koenig, 2006) write that much 

research in existential, spiritual and religious orientations are marred by definitions that over-

lap ordinary positive human values and characteristics of well-being and quality of life such 

as calmness, inner peace, lack of anxiety, etc. In that way, false and tautological correlations 

between concepts are produced. Researchers may measure the same thing on two different 

scales, claiming a connection between “the existential” and well-being that is in fact self-evi-

dent.   

Much of this could be said of “the existential” as well. If “the existential” as a concept be-

comes too exclusive and context-bound it may not function well as a notion that captures ori-

entations shared by many people. Conversely, if it is too inclusive it becomes imprecise and 

creates confusion.  

 

Bottom-up 

The bottom-up method on the meaning of “the existential” used in this study represents a 

second way of trying to reach more clarity about the concept. We employed this method in a 
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similar article aimed at identifying different understandings of “spirituality” (la Cour et al., 

2012).  

In the following, we thus present the results of an investigation that has aimed to explore 

the meanings of the word “existential” for people in modern Denmark, a country positioned in 

a secular Northern European context. We sought to identify common understandings of “the 

existential”. Such knowledge is needed in daily clinical work and in psychotherapy and it is 

needed in the future construction of questionnaires, scales, interview guides and in clinical as-

sessments.  

As mentioned above, Hans Stifoss-Hanssen, proposed the term existentiality and that it 

should replace terms such as sacredness (Stifoss-Hanssen, 1999). Salander even calls for 

dropping the term “spirituality”, as he considers it to be too broad and that it easily confers 

spiritual/religious features to human basic qualities such as search for meaning (Pär Salander, 

2006).  While, as mentioned above, we agree that “the existential” should be the overarching 

concept, covering both secular, spiritual and religious meaning orientations, it is questionable 

whether “the existential” or existentiality may replace terms such as spiritual / spirituality / sa-

cred / sacredness, since “the existential” is a more analytic term than the more dynamic and 

essential terms of spirituality / sacredness. Thus “spirituality” has been seen as the inner drive 

and energy in life (Chiu, Emblen, Van Hofwegen, Sawatzky, & Meyerhoff, 2004; Torskenæs, 

2017), and in particular during illness by providing “inner strength and courage by providing 

the energy to face the next step in life” (Rudolfsson, Berggren, & da Silva, 2014). Such inner 

energy is seldom associated to the existential concept.  

As mentioned, our article on research on meaning-making of 2010 (la Cour & Hvidt) 

ended with the suggestion to have existential meaning orientations as the overarching concept 

containing both secular, spiritual, and religious domains as well as knowing, doing, and being 
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dimensions of meaning-making. However, we have had little empirical knowledge as to 

whether “the existential” actually manages to potentially cover the nine fields of the Mean-

ing-Making Matrix, ie secular, spiritual and religious domains as well as the dimensions of 

knowing, doing and being. In this article we will provide such insight, as we will shed light on 

the following research questions:  

1. To what extent does “the existential” contain the meaning-making domains and dimen-

sions reflected in the Meaning-Making Matrix? 

2. Does“the existential” cause less polemics than “spirituality”? and  

3. Is “the existential” able to replace the word “spirituality” as has been proposed?  

      

Methods 

In order to collect as many meanings of the word “existential” as possible, the authors of 

this article first picked the defining words from the broad and systematic collected list of 

known definitions of “the existential” deriving from the top-down approach in the article 

mentioned above (la Cour & Hvidt, 2010).  

Next, we discussed which of the two terms “existential” (as adjective – the Danish “eksis-

tentiel(t)”) or “the existential” (as noun – the Danish “det eksistentielle”) should be used. 

Each author attached different meanings to each term that were discussed and evaluated upon 

leading eventually to the adoption of the noun “the existential” as the most adequate.  

We then asked 15 informants to freely express all that they associated with the word “the 

existential”. Both positive and negative associations were welcomed in order to identify a 

large variety of existential concepts. The first informants were selected randomly from 

friends, family, colleagues and network in general, but so that they represented differences in 

background, age, gender, educational level, etc. Then a number of individuals were 



11 
 
 

 

strategically selected for their known viewpoints of being either clear-cut non-religious, self-

identified “spirituals” and self-declared religious. As presumed, they contributed well to the 

common pond of associations. The resulting long list of suggested associations to “the exis-

tential” was then critically examined by the investigators, and duplicates and near-duplicates 

were deleted, resulting in a total list of 175 items. 

The resulting list was then reviewed by selected scholars of history of religion; some 

more unique possible meanings were added, and overlaps were eliminated. The resulting list 

comprises 107 items. To scramble the items in content-random order we simply placed the 

items in alphabetical order and formed the final questionnaire. Examples of associations on 

this list are: Security / What makes you feel good / Relationships / Spiritual things / Some-

thing greater than one self / Definitions of existence / To relate to oneself, etc. For the com-

plete list of items see Table 2. 

To understand how the three MMM dimensions knowing, doing and being were repre-

sented across the 107 items, the authors furthermore made an evaluative categorization of 

each item to assess whether the item mainly ranged under the knowing, doing or being dimen-

sion. The first author then condensed these categorizations based on majority votes for each 

of the 107 items. The final result of these categorizations is found in Table 2. This categoriza-

tion was kept for analysis and not presented to respondents.  

Participants entered online their responses directly into the Survey-Monkey SurveyXact 

produced by Rambøll. To complete the questionnaire, the participants were first asked to an-

swer questions on gender, age, occupation (including being a student), indicating whether re-

spondents considered themselves 1. religious, 2. spiritual, 3. both religious and spiritual, or 4. 

neither religious, nor spiritual (Table 3) and another battery where respondents could respond 

to being 1. convinced atheist, 2. nonbeliever and 3. Believer (Table 4).  
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They were then asked to mark the meanings of “the existential” for them personally by 

putting an x in a small box beside each of the 107 possible meanings. The informants could 

put as many x as they wished. On a free text line the participants were called to make further 

(missing) suggestions or other remarks to the questionnaire. 

All statistical analyses were made in SPSS 25. Factor analysis was performed to condense 

categories of meaning among the 107 items. Factor analysis was done as explanatory princi-

pal component analysis with quartimax rotation and standard SPSS settings. 

Material 

Participants 

Online questionnaires were distributed among university courses held by the authors or 

their colleagues as well as through social media. Two rounds of data were collected: 2016 

(N=461) and 2017 (645). A total of 1.106 respondents thus filled out the questionnaires, usu-

ally during lectures, which ensured a very high response rate; only a few students did not par-

ticipate.  

There are two main groups in the sample: Students and non-students. There were 436 

(39%) participants that indicated themselves as students. Among the non-students, 371 (33%) 

filled out an optional field indicting their education, and 299 (27%) participants filled out an 

optional field naming their current job situation.  

Gender distribution in the sample was the following: Men 34,4%, women 65,6%. The 

mean age was 39 years (range 18-78, SD 16).   

There has been no effort to collect a “representative sample”, as the main interest of this 

study has been to achieve as much variety in the understandings of the term “the existential”, 

rather than in the sociodemographic distribution of these understandings.  

(Table 1 about here) 
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Results 

Each one of the 107 items were marked at least once. The average number of selected re-

sponses was 28 out of the 107 items. Women made significant more marks than men (29.2 vs 

26.3), while there was no relation between age and number of marks. 7 respondents clicked 

through the entire survey without hitting the x-button once. 

The ten most popular meanings were “existential” understood as:  

to relate to the life, one has (775 of 1106)  

relating to oneself (686)  

being (alive) (652)  

love (632)  

what cannot be measured and weighed (574)  

identity (557)  

meaning of live (553)  

life values (545)  

humanness (533)  

the fundamental (512)  

 

Factor analysis 

The KMO value was .885 and the Bartlett’s test had significance <.001, showing that the 

data set was well-suited for factor analysis. Due to the large number of items and the many 

informants, numerous possible factors turned up in the initial solution. 31 factors had eigen-

value > 1 but still explained only 60% of the variance.  
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Many of the items in the questionnaire have multiple meanings and it could be expected 

that some items would load with nearly the same values on several factors. To clear the pic-

ture, Principal Component Analysis with quartimax rotation was chosen for the factor analy-

sis to let each variable load only on a few factors. Analyzing the scree-plot, a very clear break 

could be identified at four factors indicating that the following factors did not contribute 

much. When the number of factors was thus set to four, the appearing structure presented it-

self as a straight-forward table with no negative loadings within each factor. Internal con-

sistency (Chronbach’s Alpha) was acceptable in all factors. We performed an analysis of the 

factor structure of the two subgroups students and non-students. The four factors emerged al-

most identically in both content and representation (data not shown).  

However, when analyzed by content and representation, the fourth factor turned up prob-

lematic. It contained only 7 items, and most loadings were low. Cutting at loading < .30 only 

two items were left, content-wise nearly the same: “Crisis room” and “Crisis navigation”. A 

third, low loading item was worded “Coping” and could content wise belong to the factor, 

while the remaining items did not fit. The three items clinging together seemed self-evident, 

because they were nearly repetitioning of the same content. On that background the fourth 

factor was omitted and taken out of further analysis. 

The full factorial structure is seen in table 2. Only items loading > .30 are shown by load-

ing, all items loading < .30 are shown, but withdrawn from descriptions and further calcula-

tions. The wordings are kept in original Danish and translated into English in table 2 to show 

all of the item response possibilities and also to show the results of the analysis of the know-

ing, doing and being dimensions across the 107 items. 
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Factor description 

The three most defining factors of the meanings of “the existential” can be summarized as 

follows: 

Factor 1. “The existential” as essential, secular meanings and content of life 

Factor 1 comprised items describing the meaning of “the existential” that related to mean-

ing and content in life in a broad sense. This factor accounted for 14% of the variance and 

represents the largest group of coherent words. It consists of 54 items, which is nearly half of 

the possibilities, and is mainly related to the MMM’s being dimension. 9% of items relate to 

the knowing dimension, 43% to the doing dimension and 98% to the being dimension. 

Some items are very positive (i.e., happiness, quality of life, love), whereas others are 

mostly neutral reflecting how we relate to and live life (i.e. priorities in life, that which one 

has done in life, qualifications and competences). Only two items could be said to be negative 

(handling loneliness, bad conscience). Interestingly, no items within factor 1 relate to any-

thing spiritual, religious or transcendent. Hardly any practices, rituals, or traditions are men-

tioned, highlighting the near-absence of the MMM’s being-dimension. The best way to de-

scribe this understanding of “the existential” is that factor 1 is all about secular, non-spiritual 

and non-religious sources of meaning that are intrinsically important to the lives we live. One 

could argue that some of the items could include spiritual or even religious aspects, however, 

no such relationships were directly mentioned.  

With regards to the MMM’s meaning dimensions, some items (5 out of 54 = 9%) con-

tained cognitive aspects (i.e. Values of life); some doing aspects can likewise be found as well 

(23 out of 54 = 43%) in the sense that many items are transitive and relate to how we 
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approach life (i.e. Making the world a better place, Carpe Diem, To express oneself, e.g. 

through music, painting, sport activities). However, by far the third being dimension is repre-

sented the most as almost all items (53 out of 54 = 98%) refer to items of significance in the 

lives we live (i.e. Family, Self-worth, What makes you feel good, etc). They are all items that 

are important to the quality of the lives we live, which is in fact one of the items in the factor 

that score quite highly (,520).  

From a coping perspective, the first factor has only one horizontal bar of the MMM repre-

sented, i.e. the secular domain, whereas the doing and in particular being dimensions are 

strong with 9% of items representing the knowing dimension. As such, it seems to work well 

towards coping from the mainly secular meaning domain. 

Factor 2. “The existential” as Spirituality - faith, spirituality and / or religiosity, mostly 

related to life 

Factor 2 related to issues of transcendence, faith, spirituality and / or religiosity mostly in 

ways that relate to life (21). Factor two accounts for 6% of the variance and comprises 16 of 

the items. 94% of items relate to the knowing dimension, 13% to the doing and 75% to the be-

ing dimensions.  

Factor 2 comprises words connected to terms known from the major religious traditions 

and the way such beliefs make meaning in how one handles life. Some items are more explic-

itly related to the transcendent and to God (i.e. Why God created me or God or not God), 

whereas others are more vague (i.e. Larger purposes, Why am I here from a faith perspective? 

Believing in something bigger, etc). Important to note is also that rather than firm and fixed 

beliefs held for their believed truth, the notions of Factor 2 are transcendent items of seeking 

and orientation: existential transcendent beliefs sought for. Thus, factor 2 relates to both 
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dimensions and domains of the MMM: It alone represents two of the horizontal bars – the 

spiritual and the religious domains of the MMM. Interestingly, the factor also contains items 

that could just as well be present in the “secular” domain of the MMM, (i.e. Greater purpose, 

The meaning of life) suggesting a certain overlap between factors 1 and 2.  

At the same time, it features a broad presence of the vertical bars of the MMM, the mean-

ing dimensions, knowing, doing and being. First, the cognitive dimension is represented in 15 

out of 16 items (94%) (i.e. To believe in something bigger or God or not God). Second, two 

out of 16 items (13%) represented the doing dimension (What needs spiritual care and From 

consciousness of death to consciousness of life). Also, the vertical “being / importance” di-

mensions of the MMM are present in several items (12 out of 16 = 75%, i.e. Why God created 

me, Greater purpose, The meaning of life) and one item in many ways reflecting the being 

category in opposition to the knowing category (That which we cannot express). The second 

factor could be said to contain traits of both the spiritual (i.e. Spiritual things) and religious 

(i.e. Religion) domains gravitating towards the spiritual, rather than towards the religious. 

Apart from the secular meaning domain, the second factor is thus broadly represented in both 

the MMM’s domains and dimensions and as such can be said to constitute a broad and rich 

foundation for meaning in life. 

Factor 3. “The existential” as Existential Thinking – existential philosophy and psychol-

ogy of existence 

The third factor’s items reflected an understanding of “the existential” that relates to phi-

losophy and philosophical ideas (19). This factor accounts for 3.7% of the variance and com-

prises 15 of the 107 items. As to the MMM, 73% of items were of the knowing dimension, 

with 20% doing and 33% being representation.  
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Factor 3 reflects well the awareness of at least some respondents that “the existential” has 

to do with a certain tradition of thinking of life and of existence, namely existential and exis-

tentialist philosophy and psychology. These are words present in the most common items un-

der this factor: Existentialism, philosophy of existence, psychology of existence, definitions of 

existence, but also more general terms of relating to oneself and thinking about life’s bigger 

questions. Common for them all is that they almost all squarely fit within the knowing dimen-

sions of the MMM, having less to do with the being dimension and next to nothing with the 

doing dimension. Furthermore, there is no sign whatsoever of any transcendent, spiritual and / 

or religious domains of the MMM.  The third factor is thus entirely characterized by the secu-

lar domain and mainly by the knowing dimension. As such it is not very well represented in 

the MMM and cannot be said to constitute a particularly salient resource for coping, but rather 

features a particularly secular, academic way of thinking. 

(table 2 about here) 

Understandings of “the existential”, religion/spirituality, and relations to age and gender  

To investigate how the factors were distributed within age and gender in the sample, a 

factor score for each factor was computed. The numbers of marks set on any of the items in 

the three different factors were counted in three factor-sum-score variables for each of the in-

formants. Next, the score was divided by the sum of items in each factor, resulting in a factor-

quotient for each person. The factor-quotients are comparable to each other, and every indi-

vidual can be found high or low on the specific understandings of “the existential”.  

Looking at the self-rated labels of “religious, spiritual, both, neither” and “believer, non-

believer, convinced atheist”, significant relations to age were found in both cases. 27,6% 
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reported to be “spiritual”, 15,8 % to be “religious”, 18,5% to be both, and 38,1% to be neither 

(table 3).  

64% reported to be “a believer”, 27,4% to be a “non-believer” and only 8,6% to be con-

vinced atheists. These numbers are very close to those of the general population, last meas-

ured in 2008 (71% / 24% / 7%) (Halman, 2008) (table 4).  

The younger were significantly more often claiming themselves to be “spiritual” and 

“neither spiritual nor religious” (Do you consider yourself to be religious / spiritual / both / 

none?), and the younger were significantly more non-believers or convinced atheists on the 

second (Do you consider yourself to be a believer / a non-believer / a convinced atheist? (Data 

not shown)).  

Concerning gender and the two variables, highly significant differences were found. 

Women more often considered themselves “spiritual” or both “spiritual” and “religious” than 

men. Men were much more likely than women to consider themselves neither “spiritual” nor 

“religious” explaining also why more men than women considered themselves “religious”. 

The same tendencies were found for the question “believer” with twice as many convinced 

atheist men than women (12,5% vs 6,5%).  

The number of x-marks did significantly (but with small numbers) relate to whether the 

informants claimed to be spiritual or religious, both or none; the “self-declared “spiritual” had 

the highest number of marks (mean 31.1) while the “Neither spiritual nor religious” had the 

smallest number (26.0) . Self-labeling as Believer or not also showed significant differences 

in x-marks with “believers” making more marks (29.3) than “convinced atheists” (25.8)  

Age correlated highly with factors two (spirituality) and three (existential thinking) (data 

not shown): The older were more represented in factor 2, the younger more in factor 3.  
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In an ANOVA analysis, gender interacted significantly with the factors two (“the existen-

tial” as spirituality) and three (“the existential” as existential thinking). In general, the older 

gravitated more towards “the existential” as spirituality / religiosity, the younger towards the 

philosophical understanding.  

Not surprisingly, personal spirituality (as assessed by both survey-items mentioned 

above) was highly correlated to factors two (spirituality) and three (existential thinking): The 

more religious were represented more often in factor 2 (the religious / spiritual factor) and the 

less religious in factor three (the factor of existential (philosophical) thinking (data not 

shown).  

Factor-quotient correlations  

Correlations between the computed factor scores were likewise examined in order to see 

patterns in the ways the factors related to each other as personal viewpoints, as expressed in 

the computed scores (data not shown). No high correlations were found: Every factor corre-

lated equally with the other: People who ticked many of one factor items mostly also ticked 

off many of the other factor items, according to their response style.  

Discussion 

What we have found in our analysis of meanings of “the existential” is in many ways res-

onant with major trends of Western thought on existence. Humanity has always sought to find 

its place in life and in human history, and this is reflected in rich religious and philosophical 

traditions (Cottingham, 2005, p. 573). Søren Kierkegaard incorporated many of these insights 

in what has been called the first coherent philosophy of existence. Mackey (1956) summarizes 

Kierkegaard’s thinking thus: “A philosophy that is to be relevant to existence must be made 
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relevant to existence by the philosopher in the very activity of philosophizing”. In Kierke-

gaard, one thus finds substantial resonance with the two first factors of our investigation – 

both the intense perspective and reflection on life as it is lived and experienced (factor 1) and 

the religious / spiritual aspects of life in which human beings find ultimate meaning (factor 2). 

Kierkegaard’s insistence on the need for faith in God in order for human beings to find their 

place in existence has led some to write Kierkegaard off as a religious, and anti-philosophical 

thinker who should be left to the theologians. As George Pattison (2015) argues, Kierkegaard 

remains relevant to most of the questions that concern philosophy today, but his reception is 

in many ways despite (and not because of) Kierkegaard’s religiosity. Nowhere is this recep-

tion more paradoxical than in existentialism that became such an a-religious if not anti-reli-

gious movement. As researchers have pointed out, Kierkegaard would have been bewildered 

by this secular continuation and modification of his thought in philosophers such as Sartre and 

Camus, let alone Nietzsche who famously proclaimed the death of God in most trends of 

Western thought. The way we interpret the data, factor 3 represents awareness of this trend in 

non-religious existentialist thinking.  

The three factors cover the three existential meaning orientations that we earlier identified 

in most meaning systems and that are present in the MMM: secular (Factor 1 and 3), as well 

as religious / spiritual existential orientations (Factor 2). Furthermore, it is possible to identify 

in the three factors the presence of the three meaning dimensions that with Fishman (Fishman, 

1980) can be characterized as: knowing (cognition), doing (practice) and being (importance) 

dimensions (see table 2). The most frequent classifications are knowing (31 out of the 85 

items contained in the final three factors) and being (72 out of 85 items), whereas doing is 

more rarely reflected but still present (28 out of 85 items). Put together, the three factors do 

well represent the MMM in the response distribution. Thus, this investigation of the concept 
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of “the existential” suggests the The Meaning-Making Matrix is relevant for future elabora-

tions and better understandings of “the existential”. 

In spite of this distribution across the dimensions knowing, doing and being, there were 

clear tendencies as to how the dimensions distributed differently across the three factors. 

Thus, factor 1 (meaning and content of life) was dominated by the being dimension reflecting 

lived importance and significance with some presence of the doing dimension, but with only 

very few items categorized in the knowing dimension. This suggests that the important 

sources of meaning in life are not to be understood as distant, philosophical principles, but ra-

ther values that permeate life on the deepest level of existence and that therefore fit naturally 

into our doings in real life. This resonates well with Kierkegaard’s understanding of existen-

tial truth where (dialectically speaking) “Truth exists only as the individual himself produces 

it in action” (quoted in May, 2015, p. 49).  

In contrast, the two remaining factors 2 (spirituality and / or religiosity) and 3 (philosophy 

of existence) are almost entirely marked by the knowing dimension and have their signifi-

cance in contributing to the way we analyze, understand and order our lives cognitively. Fac-

tor 2 was to a higher degree than factor 3 related to the being dimension, echoing international 

research suggesting spirituality / religiosity is rooted deeper intrinsically in human life than 

factor 3 which is more of an analytical perspective on life. Factor 3 (philosophy of existence) 

was almost exclusively dominated by the knowing dimension highlighting the highly intellec-

tual and cognitive aspects of the factor.  

The three questions that we set out to investigate with this study remain to be dealt with:  

1. Can “the existential” function as overarching concept in meaning-making thinking? We 

believe the answer to this question is affirmative. Our study shows that “the existential” re-

lates to both secular, spiritual and religious meaning domains, just as the meaning 
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dimensions of knowing, doing and being are all well represented, although the doing dimen-

sion is less represented than we had expected. As a term for both research and clinical work, 

“the existential” is rich and diverse and resonates well with the Western mind. Most people 

engaging in the concept are able to see themselves under this umbrella. While we appreciate 

that “spirituality” can be a wide concept (as Breitbart and colleagues proposed (2007)) and 

“religiosity” can be said to permeate Western thinking (as Hall and colleagues wrote (2004)), 

“the existential” has larger conceptual, research and clinical reach (as we proposed earlier 

(2010)).  

2. Does “the existential” cause less polemics than “spirituality”? We likewise believe the 

answer to this to be affirmative. Although “spirituality” is on the mind of many Westerners, it 

is also a concept that creates resistance, especially in people who do not want their thinking to 

be bent under a notion vibrating with transcendent undertones as has been clear in the writ-

ings of Salander who expressly prefers “the existential” to “the spiritual”. We also saw this in 

our investigation on the Six understandings of the Word “Spirituality” (2012). The six factors 

identified in that study were much more dichotomous than those of our present study. One of 

the factors even contained mainly negative connotations reflecting prejudice by a large group 

of respondents who saw “spirituality” as egotistical and confused strivings. Such negative 

connotations are not found in any of the three factors of the present investigation. Hence, our 

study suggests that “the existential” is a much more forgiving, inclusive and encompassing 

umbrella under which more people will be able to find a meaningful abode.  

3. Can “the existential” replace “spirituality”? While our findings suggest that “the exis-

tential” is a more adequate term that causes less polemics than “spirituality”, we do not find 

evidence that “the existential” should be able to replace “spirituality”. “The existential” 

emerges (with the third factor) as a more analytic and philosophical perspective on life than 
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“spirituality” and should be used as a designation for such purposes. Conversely, “spiritual-

ity” has an inner energy and refers to the intrinsic source of one’s being and motivation that 

“the existential” does not (Chiu et al., 2004; Rudolfsson et al., 2014; Torskenæs, 2017). The 

two concepts can and should be used distinctly as they have each their advantages. When 

compared to our investigation of “spirituality”, associations to “the existential” features more 

cognitive and practice dimensions than the being dimension of the Meaning-Making Matrix. 

“Spirituality” works well to designate the innate source of existence, often with transcendent 

resonance. “The existential”, on the other hand, works well as an analytic concept that may 

and may not designate transcendent aspects. The two concepts should be used wisely and 

each for their specific purposes, and always while designating what one means with both.  

Our study confirms what has been found earlier with regards to gender and age: Women 

are more likely to consider themselves spiritual / religious than men; and men are twice as 

likely to report being “convinced atheists” than women; also, more women have selected the 

items contained in factor 2 (the spirituality / religiosity items) than men. This reflects the 

well-known empirically based tendency that women are more religious / spiritual than men on 

various parameters (Trzebiatowska & Bruce, 2012) and that they more actively do something 

with their spirituality than men in the way they let spirituality impact their lives as an active 

ingredient (Furnham & Cheng, 2015) although this may be culture specific mainly for Chris-

tian cultural settings (Loewenthal, MacLeod, & Cinnirella, 2002).  

With regards to age, our study found that the older were more religious than the young. 

This could reflect the general research-based notion that personal, lived spirituality / religios-

ity mounts with age according to the ancient saying attributed to the Italian poet Ludovico 

Ariosto: “When the devil grows old, he turns hermit” - a notion diverse research bolsters 

(Levin, Chatters, & Taylor, 2011; Moberg, 2005). The younger, however, seemed more 
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engrossed with philosophical existential questions about the meaning of life thus reflecting a 

higher degree of struggling to find one’s place in life, which one would expect the older 

would to a higher degree having come to terms with as many studies suggest. In fact, a recent 

study supports that being struck with disease in the middle of life, rather than in the end of it, 

provokes more existential unrest and crisis than in older age (N. C. Hvidt, Mikkelsen, 

Zwisler, Tofte, & Assing Hvidt, 2019). 

 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that the study population may not be entirely representative 

of the Danish population. A large number of participants were students (N=440, 39%), which 

is a much larger percentage than in the average Danish population (4,3%, 2019 numbers) 

(Statistics Denmark, 2020). We have not dichotomized between students and non-students 

which would have transgressed the scope of the present study. Furthermore, participants self-

enrolled on recommendation through social media affiliated with the authors which could po-

tentially bias the sample. Despite these limitations the authors are confident that the sample is 

broad and therefore to a high degree representative of the Danish population particularly con-

cerning the topic of the present study.  

Ethics 

The project underlying this article is registered for legal and GDPR concerns at the Uni-

versity of Southern Denmark (SDU) journal number: 10.367. The project follows The Danish 

Code of Conduct for Research Integrity and is carried out in accordance with the Helsinki 

Declaration. According to Danish regulations, trials such as surveys that do not involve 
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biological research do not require any ethics approval. All data were anonymized through the 

research process and no subjects could be identified at any time.  

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this article show that “the existential” serves well as an overarching con-

struct potentially including secular, spiritual and religious meaning domains as well as pri-

mary dimensions of meaning: cognition, practice and being. The Meaning-Making Matrix 

combines these meaning-making dimensions and domains in a heuristic tool that is useful for 

the interpretation of research data and for clinical attention. “The existential” is a concept that 

causes less polemics than “spirituality”, but “the existential” should not replace “spirituality” 

since the former is a more analytical concept and the latter a more dynamic notion reflecting 

inner motion and energy mostly in relation to transcendence, something “the existential” does 

not in the same way. 
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