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The relationship between spirituality and
behavioural addictions is complex. Although
some studies have suggested spirituality to be
a protective factor helping in recovery from
addictive behaviours, others have found
spirituality to be a potential risk factor. To
better understand the relationship between
spirituality and various behavioural addictions,
this review summarises the literature on the
association between spirituality and the
following behavioural addictions: gaming
disorder, gambling disorder, problematic
internet use, problematic smartphone use,
compulsive sexual behaviour disorder and
compulsive buying/shopping disorder.
Implications for clinical practice and future
research are discussed.

The global prevalence of behavioural addictions is
estimated at close to 11%.1 The current classifica-
tion systems, namely DSM-5 and ICD-11, include
only gambling and gaming disorders as disorders
due to addictive behaviours. However, addiction
in other areas, including internet use, excessive
buying/shopping, pornography use, social media
use and binge-watching have also been noted in
the literature.

Spirituality has been studied considerably in
relation to substance use disorders and associated
with recovery. Spirituality can be conceptualised
as a distinct, potentially creative and widespread
human experience arising from an inner aware-
ness of individuals and within communities, social
groups and traditions.

Several traditions and practices have roots in
spiritual aspects, including a higher power, exist-
ence in the present moment, transcendence and
finding happiness. For some, spirituality may
equate to religiosity, whereas others may identify
as spiritual but not religious. Spirituality is viewed
as being central to the 12-step recovery model
used, for example, by Alcoholics Anonymous.
Spirituality has been associated with decreased
drug and alcohol use, but there is a need to syn-
thesise the literature on spirituality and behav-
ioural addictions.

In the USA, groups such as Celebrate
Recovery help people understand the 12-step

model through Christian scripture. From a
Buddhist Dharma standpoint, several groups, such
as Refuge Recovery and Buddhist Recovery, deliver
online programmes based on Buddhist principles
and practices, adapting the 12-step model, to
help people with their spiritual needs.

Mindfulness and spirituality are related, as
both focus on cultivating enhanced awareness of
the present moment, inner exploration and a
deeper connection to oneself, others and the uni-
verse. Newer models based on mindfulness have
been adapted from Zen Buddhism, which itself
finds some roots/similarities with Dhyana in
Yoga, Hinduism and other Indic religions.
Several aspects have been modified to remove
the concept of religiousness and operationalise
mindfulness alone to make it applicable to a
broader audience. Such approaches are outlined
in Table 1.

Yoga, though perceived as a form of exercise,
is spiritually oriented. Ashtanga (meaning
eight-limbed) yoga is a path for meditation and
self-realisation, with rules for responding to stim-
uli in a balanced, ethical manner and may benefit
addressing of behavioural addictions.2

Spirituality-based approaches to addiction care
help patients by using themes of deep acceptance,
compassion, support and forgiveness while teach-
ing new coping skills to adapt to triggers.
Recovery capital refers to the internal and exter-
nal resources available to an individual for pro-
moting sustained recovery from addiction.
These resources may be classified into five pri-
mary domains: human, social, physical, cultural
and community. Recovery capital has shown
greatest effects in the adolescent population.
Spirituality can help people improve their
internal coping skills and find a recovery commu-
nity. The Buddhism-based group Recovery
Dharma has evidence of increasing recovery cap-
ital for its participants. Spirituality and the Islamic
faith have also been studied with respect to
addiction.

Our narrative review aims to give an overview
of the literature on spirituality and behavioural
addictions. We come from diverse social and cul-
tural backgrounds, and some of us have witnessed
first-hand how spirituality and religion are
praised by some patients as protective factors in
various forms of addiction or as important in
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their recovery. Also, some of us have received
comments on how behavioural addictions have
affected the religious and spiritual practices of
individuals who engage in them.

Method
As spirituality and religiosity are intertwined, in
the current review, we focused predominantly
on articles that specifically mentioned spirituality
as a component of either assessment or interven-
tion. Other relevant studies on religiosity and
behavioural addictions have been included.
Systematic reviews and studies with larger sample
sizes have been given preference. The studies are
summarised in Table 2.

Results
Spirituality and gaming disorders
The available studies have predominantly found
spirituality to be negatively associated with gam-
ing disorder, although there are some
inconsistencies.3,4

Spirituality and gambling disorders
The studies on the association between spirituality
and gambling disorders have been inconsistent,
finding a positive, negative or no association.5–7

Spirituality and problematic internet use
The studies are mixed, some positive and some
negative for benefit of religiosity or spirituality
in problematic internet use. Among adolescents,
there is some evidence that greater spirituality is
associated with higher risk of excessive internet
use and gambling disorder but lower risk of sub-
stance use. Spirituality and religiosity together

fared better. We could hypothesise that internet
use or gambling may be considered more accept-
able than substance use for mood mediation.5,8

Spirituality and problematic smartphone use
Lower spiritual well-being has been correlated
with increased likelihood of problematic smart-
phone use in adolescents; among medical stu-
dents, psychological capital can moderate the
relationship.9

Spirituality and compulsive sexual behaviour
disorder
The majority of studies in our sample found a sig-
nificant relationship between compulsive sexual
behaviour and religiosity or spirituality. As almost
all studies assessing spirituality had also assessed
religiosity, it is difficult to segregate the effect of
spirituality alone on compulsive sexual behaviour
disorder. It is possible that ‘moral incongruence’
might be a moderating or mediating factor
between spirituality and compulsive sexual behav-
iour/problematic pornography use.10

Spirituality and compulsive buying/shopping
disorder
Daily spiritual experiences have been found to be
protective, with a negative association with com-
pulsive buying/shopping disorder.11

Discussion and conclusion
There is a paucity of studies that have focused on
behavioural addictions and spirituality in general.
Although many proponents of spirituality con-
sider it an essential factor that links to greater like-
lihood of recovery, and there is evidence for this,

Table 1
Mindfulness-based approaches

Approach type Focus area

Mindfulness-based stress reduction General principles for stress reduction, caregiver benefit

Mindfulness-based relapse prevention Combining cognitive and mindfulness skills for responding to stimuli

Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy Combining cognitive and mindfulness skills for co-occurring mood and addiction problems

Mindfulness-oriented recovery enhancement Restructuring reward processing for addiction, chronic pain and post-traumatic stress

Table 2
Studies on spirituality and behavioural addiction

Type of behavioural addiction Studies reviewed Predominant association with spirituality

Gaming disorder Chinese study, 401 students3

European study, 5922 participants4
Negative association

Gambling disorder Swiss study, 5179 youths5

English study, 7403 participants6

Scoping review, 25 studies7

Mixed association

Problematic internet use Systematic review, 13 studies8

Swiss study, 5179 youths5
Mixed association

Problematic smartphone use Korean study, 285 adolescents9 Negative association

Compulsive sexual behaviour disorder Systematic review, 59 studies11 Positive association

Compulsive buying/shopping disorder Polish study, 430 adults11 Negative association
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there is also evidence that points in the opposite
direction, especially with respect to compulsive
sexual behaviours, and some evidence that sug-
gests no associations.

These variations in the associations could be
due to a number of factors. One important reason
could be the difference in the spiritual constructs
being studied. For example, in the systematic
review by Jennings and colleagues, indicators of
health spirituality were negatively associated
with compulsive sexual behaviour whereas spirit-
ual struggles were positively associated with such
behaviour.10 In the case of internet addiction,
an umbrella construct involving different online
activities, the different activities might relate dif-
ferently to specific spiritual constructs, leading
to variations in the associations. Studying each
online behaviour/disorder independently might
provide greater insight into the relationships
with spirituality. Another important factor could
be the heterogeneity of the sample included in
the studies. Differences in ethnic, cultural and
other sociodemographic characteristics could affect
associations between spirituality and addictive
behaviours.

One main reason for a positive association
could be the greater spiritual struggles among
patients with behavioural addictions. Positive
associations between religious beliefs and compul-
sive sexual behaviour may additionally be
explained by cognitive dissonance between the
psychological effects of a desired conduct and a
range of strong values and morals condemning
these, and this could hold for behavioural and
substance addictions broadly. Future studies
focusing on interventions that help individuals
deal with spiritual struggles may be useful to
understand better the links between addictive
behaviours and spirituality.

Recovery capital, which is positively associated
with spirituality, has been found to be an important
factor for recovery from behavioural addictions.
Recovery capital can facilitate spirituality by pro-
viding supportive social networks and resources
conducive to spiritual exploration and growth, fos-
tering resilience and empowerment essential for
engaging in meaningful spiritual practices. Future
studies could further explore how recovery capital
and spirituality may be utilised to help people suf-
fering from behavioural addictions.

The instruments used for assessment in the lit-
erature were highly diverse and it is thus difficult
to compare results across studies. Also, some of
the studies are secondary analyses, and the main
objective of the primary studies was often not
the study of the association between addictions
and spirituality, and for this reason, the measure-
ment approaches used in multiple studies were
often not optimal for identifying this association.

Given that treatment and support options for
behavioural addictions remain limited, develop-
ing resources to support spirituality and over-
come spiritual struggles in people experiencing

addictions could enhance and support care.
More studies are needed that investigate (using
consistent validated scales) the relationship
between spirituality and behavioural addictions
and the role of spirituality in addiction recovery
across different social contexts and cultures.
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