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A Problematic Proxy? On Meisenberg, Rindermann, Patel 
and Woodley (2012). Analysis of the Relationship between 

Religiosity and Intelligence within Countries

Edward Dutton1

Adjunct Professor of Anthropology of Religion, Oulu University, Oulu, Finland

This brief report is a commentary on Meisenberg, G., Rindermann, H., Patel, H., & Woodley, M. 
(2012). Is it smart to believe in God? The relationship of religiosity with education and intelligen-
ce. Temas em Psicologia, 20(1), 101-120.

Meisenberg et al. (2012) are to be thanked 
for providing a long overdue analysis of the rela-
tionship between intelligence and religiosity wi-
thin a large sample of countries. Drawing upon 
the World Values Survey between 1981 and 
2009 (N = 345.743) across 96 countries they fi nd 
that overall intelligence is negatively correlated 
with religious belief (70 countries), though there 
are exceptions (25 countries where it is positi-
vely correlated and 1 with no correlation). This 
is a clear, well-argued and meticulous piece of 
research and those interested in the relationship 
between religion and intelligence are surely in 
Meisenberg et al’s (2012) debt. However, there 
are number of small issues in their article which 
I felt might be open to a slightly different inter-
pretation from that which they suggest, or at le-
ast open to a parallel interpretation. 

Firstly, they note that in countries with a 
very low average IQ (in sub-Saharan Africa), re-
ligiosity positively correlates with intelligence. 
They suggest that this is because, in such socie-
ties, religion is a system of explanation meaning 
that the more intelligent will be more religious 
because they can comprehend a more complex 
explanation. I think a more obvious explanation 
is that in such countries those with low intelli-
gence are more likely to adhere to what might be 
regarded as ‘superstition’ rather than ‘religion.’ 
If researchers attempted to discern the extent to 

which the ‘superstitious’ and ‘religious’ were 
fervent and perceived a hidden hand behind 
events (a reasonable operational defi nition of re-
ligion, see Boyer, 2001) sub-Saharan Africa may 
well end up with an inverse relationship between 
intelligence and religiousness. Indeed, Meisen-
berg et al. concede that small scale societies do 
not employ “elaborated religion” (2012, p. 15). 

Moreover, Meisenberg et al. (2012) used 
‘education’ as a proxy for intelligence in rea-
ching their correlations. This is slightly proble-
matic because educational success only corre-
lates with intelligence at .5 (e.g., Jensen, 1980, 
p. 316). The personality characteristics Cons-
cientiousness, Neuroticism,  Agreeableness and 
Openness-Intellect are positively correlated with  
educational success. However, they are also all 
positively associated  with either religiosity per 
se (Conscientiousness and Agreeableness) or 
certain forms of it (Neuroticism with extrinsic 
religiosity and  religious quest, and Openness- 
Intellect with liberal religiosity) (e.g., Saroglou, 
2002 or Feist 1998). As such, it is perfectly pos-
sible that intelligence does predict relative reli-
giosity, even if only weakly, within Sub-Saharan 
African countries. 

Secondly, they found that in a number of 
countries, such as Sweden and Britain, being 
‘religious’ is positively correlated with educa-
tion. They put this down to the highly intelligent 
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rationalizing their own desire to be religious 
and arguing that there are two separate realms, 
somehow permitting them to identify as ratio-
nal and concomitantly obtain the benefi ts of 
religion. They argue that this is congruous with 
research indicating that physical scientists are 
more religious than social scientists (e.g., Gross 
& Simmons, 2009), though it might be noted that 
Ecklund and Scheitle (2007) found the opposi-
te with sample of scholars from only the most 
elite US institutions. But this supposed ‘separa-
ting of realms,’ a rationally justifi ed religion in 
itself, sounds very much like liberal religiosity 
(which, at its extremes, some might legitimately 
call atheism whatever adherents call it) which is, 
anyway, associated with relatively high intelli-
gence (see Argyle, 1958 or Kanazawa, 2010), 
though not as high as the intelligence associated 
with atheism. It might be argued that in countries 
with strong welfare states it may even be that it 
is more stressful to be in a high status profession 
than in a low status one, which would promo-
te high religiosity amongst those of high status. 
However, a survey of the studies indicates that 
this is not the case. Those of low status are more 
stressed (e.g. Berry & Ataca, 2010, p. 644). As 
such, the simplest explanation for their fi nding is 
that education is an imperfect proxy for intelli-
gence and that the same personality factors whi-
ch predict educational success predict religiosity. 
In addition, Meisenberg et al’s (2012) datasets 
do not appear to clearly distinguish between, for 
example, having a degree and having a doctora-
te. Thus, broadly, in certain countries, education 
may positively correlate with religiosity due to a 
failure to distinguish between different levels of 
higher education. 

Thirdly, they noted that in South Korea, 
Buddhists have the lowest education, followed 
by Catholics and followed by Protestants (who 
are regarded as the most religious). But, again, 
education is an imperfect proxy for intelligen-
ce. They explain the difference by arguing that 
Protestantism is attractive to the highly educa-
ted because, with its internally consistent system 
of dogmatic teachings, it is rather like science. 
Indeed, they hypothesize that religions with 
a ‘positive attitude to critical thinking’ will be 

more attractive to the educated. This may be so, 
but, as already emphasized, education is an im-
perfect proxy for intelligence. So, the simplest 
explanation is that Protestantism provides more 
order and structure. This is attractive to people 
of high Conscientiousness and Conscientious-
ness strongly predicts years of education. And 
in addition, as Meisenberg et al. (2012) rightly 
point out, the educated are likely to be higher in 
Openness-Intellect and Protestantism is relative-
ly new to South Korea and originally fl ourished, 
in the nineteenth century, amongst the more edu-
cated, also partly explaining the relationship (see 
Yu, 2002). 

Finally, they observe that amongst the Mor-
mons education positively correlates with reli-
giosity (see Albrecht & Heaton, 1984; Charlton, 
2012; Merrill, Lyon, & Jensen, 2003; Stark, 
2005). However, they point out that the most in-
telligent Mormons are likely, every generation, 
to leave such a religion, explaining the positive 
relationship. If Mormons are more educated than 
the general population then, as discussed, perso-
nality factors may to be behind this rather than 
intelligence per se.

I hope these suggestions move the debate on 
but I should emphasize that they are, of course, 
relatively minor. Meisenberg et al. (2012) is an 
extremely useful article for Religious Studies 
scholars and deserves to be widely read. 
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