5 Scientifically Supported Benefits of Prayer
What science can tell us about the personal and social value of prayer
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According to a 2013 Pew Research Poll, over half of Americans pray every day. A 2012 poll found that over 75 percent of Americans
believe that prayer is an important part of daily life. Other polls indicate that even some atheists and religiously unaffiliated
individuals admit that they sometimes pray. This research suggests that prayer may be very beneficial.
So here are five scientifically-supported benefits of prayer:
1. Prayer improves self-control
Studies have demonstrated that self-control is like a muscle. That is, it gets fatigued. You can only do so many push-ups before
your muscles give out. Similarly, activities that require self-control are fatiguing, making it more difficult to make good choices the
more you have to use your "self-control muscle." Think about it. You are more likely to lose your cool or engage in mindless eating
when you are mentally exhausted.
Recent research indicates that prayer can help you get more out of your "self-control muscle." Research participants who said a
prayer prior to a mentally exhausting task were better able to exercise self-control following that task. In addition, other studies
demonstrate the prayer reduces alcohol consumption, which may reflect the exercise of self-control. Findings such as these
suggest that prayer has an energizing effect.
2. Prayer makes you nicer
Researchers found that having people pray for those in need reduced the amount of aggression they expressed following an angerinducing experience. In other words, prayer helps you not lose your cool.
3. Prayer makes you more forgiving
Researchers found that having people pray for a romantic partner or friend made them more willing to forgive those individuals.
4. Prayer increases trust
Recent studies found that having people pray together with a close friend increased feelings of unity and trust. This finding is
interesting because it suggests that praying with others can be an experience that brings people closer together. Social prayer may
thus help build close relationships.
5. Prayer offsets the negative health effects of stress
Researchers found that people who prayed for others were less vulnerable to the negative physical health effects associated with
financial stress. Also, it was the focus on others that seemed to be contributing to the stress-buffering effects of prayer. Praying for
material gain did not counter the effects of stress. So thinking about the welfare of others may be a crucial component of receiving
personal benefits from prayer.
Scientists and public intellectuals who are critical of religion, focus on what they believe to be the irrationality of religious belief.
Why waste time believing in things that have no supporting scientific evidence? These critics typically fail to consider the fact that
scientific studies are finding measureable benefits of religious faith. As I have discussed here and here, religion is complicated. It
can be both good and bad for your health depending on a number of variables. However, there is a growing body of evidence
indicating that prayer, a behavior often associated with religion, can be beneficial for individuals and society.

