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                 WHEN YOU ARE CONFIRMED 

  YOU STEP INTO THE RANKS OF THE ADULTS1 

 

Iris Neeleman 

 
1 Key plan: a) ceremonial confirmation stage, b) public consisting of family and friends, c) space for the 

confirmands to wait before the start of the ceremony.  
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Come closer, 

So I too can come close. 

 Look at me, 

 So I too can see. 

 Speak to me, 

 So I too can speak. 

 And expose to you 

 Through the flimmer of the words 

 Who I am.  

  

Poem on the Diploma of the Norwegian Humanist Confirmation   

 (Course leader 4, personal communication, April 14, 2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

 

Contents 

Abstract .………………………………………………………………………………….. 5 

Introduction ……………………………………………………………………………… 6 

      1.1 Contemporary Challenges of Coming of Age ...…………………………............... 7 

      1.2 The Call for Secular Coming-of-Age Rituals ……………………………............... 10 

1.3 Relevance ……………………………………………………………………………...  13 

1.4 Research Questions ……………………………………………………………………  14 

1.5 Conceptual Definitions ………………………………………………………………... 14 

1.6 Reading Guide ……………………………………………………………………….... 15 

II | Theoretical Framework ……………………………………………………………… 17 

2.1 The Meaning-making Model ………………………………………………………….. 17 

2.2 Global Meaning and Worldview ………………………………………………………  21 

2.3 Situational Meaning and Ritual Events ………………………………………………..  25 

III | Methods …………………………………………………………………………….... 30 

3.1 Research Design ………………………………………………………………………. 30 

3.2 Research Population …………………………………………………………………... 30 

3.3 Data Collection ………………………………………………………………………... 33 

3.4 Data Analysis Plan …………………………………………………………………….  34 

3.5 Validity and Reliability ………………………………………………………………..  35 

3.6 Research Ethics ……………………………………………………………………….. 35 

IV | Results ………………………………………………………………………………..  37 

4.1 Confirmation a First Big Life Choice ………………………………………….…….... 37 

4.2 Exploring Humanist Beliefs and Goals in the Course ………………………………… 41 

4.3 Confirming in a Human-centered Ceremony …………………………………………. 48 

4.4 Being or Becoming an Adult After Confirmation …………………………………….. 55 

V | Discussion  …………………………………………………………………………….. 62 

  5.1 Appraising Situational Meaning in the Course ……………………………….. 62 

  5.2 Informing the Global Meaning System ………………………………………..  63 

  5.3 Enacting Humanist Meaning Making …………………………………………. 64 

VI | Conclusion …………………………………………………………………………… 67 

 6.1 Research Limitations ………………………………………………………….. 67 

  6.2 Recommendations ……………………………………………………………... 69 

Acknowledgements ………………………………………………………………………. 70 

References ………………………………………………………………………………… 72 



4 

 

 

Appendix ………………………………………………………………………………….. 80 

Appendix A - List of Grimes Elements of Initiation ……………………………………… 80 

Appendix B - Invitation Email ……………………………………………………………. 82 

Appendix C - Informed Consent Form - Scientific Use …………………………………... 83 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 

 

 

Abstract 

 

In this thesis, the call for new coming-of-age rituals in the West guiding the meaning making 

of non-religious adolescents is studied. The case-study used for this purpose features the 

Norwegian Humanist Confirmations—a ritual with over 10.000 participants each year 

(Gordon-Lennox, 2017b).  

The purpose of this research is to understand how humanist confirmation can play a 

role in guiding the meaning making of adolescents while coming of age. The methodology 

employed is an exploratory research design. In total, n=11 qualitative interviews are 

completed with course leaders via the online medium of Skype, in the period of April through 

June 2020. In addition, three ceremonial speeches are reviewed. As leading concept, Parks’ 

(2010) psychological model for meaning making is used, indicating that meaning making is 

triggered by a disruptive event that stimulates a person to assess this new situational meaning 

against their global meaning system.  

The results of this study show that humanist confirmations have the potential to guide 

the meaning making of adolescents, both in the long and short term. Regarding the short 

term, it has been observed that a humanist confirmation offers occasions where adolescents 

can practice assessing situational meanings. These occasions are provided in the context of a 

course, in which confirmands are asked to explore humanist and life-preparing topics. 

Regarding the long term, it can be concluded that the humanist confirmations introduce the 

worldview of humanism as a frame of reference. This way, the confirmations may provide 

non-religious adolescents with answers for their global meaning system (global beliefs, goals 

and purpose). Altogether, the confirmation itself can be regarded as an event to be assessed, 

as it offers adolescents the possibility to make meaning of their coming of age in a humanist 

way. 

 

Keywords: ritual, coming of age, emerging adulthood, meaning making, humanism 
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I | Introduction 

 

Humanist organizations all over the world have begun to offer coming-of-age rituals to 

adolescents (Gordon-lennox, 2017b; Peters, n.d.; Wikipedia, n.d; Your Occasions, n.d.). 

Coming of age can be simply described as “the age or occasion when one formally becomes 

an adult” (Google, n.d.). As Gordon-Lennox (2017b) shows in her research, a humanist 

coming-of-age ritual typically consists of a course and a ceremony that guides adolescents in 

exploring and discussing their own meanings in life (Sandberg, n.d.). 

 Particularly in Norway, the country that this research focuses on, the need for 

humanist coming-of-age rituals that may guide adolescents2 during this intense period of their 

lives has increased over time (S. Sandberg, personal communication, December 18, 2019). 

Numbers show that attendance at humanist confirmations has grown from 34 confirmands 

(adolescents participating in the humanist confirmation) in 1951 to nowadays more than 

10.000 each year (Gordon-Lennox, 2017b, pp. 90, 91). Currently, these numbers make the 

Norwegian Humanist Association—or in Norwegian, the Human-Etisk Forbund (HEF)—the 

largest provider of humanist coming-of-age rituals in the world (Gordon-Lennox, 2017b; 

Wikipedia, n.d.). 

 Humanism itself can be defined as a secular worldview. A worldview is a shared set 

of specific and existential beliefs, which can provide individuals with believable visions of 

what a fulfilling life could look like (Miedema & Bertram-Troost, 2015; Van der Kooij, De 

Ruyter & Miedema, 2017). According to humanism, people are expected to create their own 

meaning of life and discover their own inspirational sources to do so (Alma, 2005; Duyndam, 

2017). Meaning making can be understood as the will and efforts of human beings to make 

sense of themselves and the world surrounding them (Frankl, 1946; Derkx & Laceule, 2021; 

Dittmann-Kohli & Westerhof, 2000). Lately, ritual has become an increasingly desired and 

available source for humanists to make meaning of their own human existence (Fragel, 2020; 

Veldman, 2016; Shook & Gomez Brake, 2020).   

 Even among individuals that do not explicitly identify themselves as humanists or as 

adherents to any other religion, the interest in new humanist rituals as an accompaniment 

during life transitions has grown over time (Gaetani, 2020; Gordon-Lennox, 2017b; O’Byrne, 

2018; Sproule, 2019) Overall, as research by Pew Research Center (2015) indicates, there is a 

 
2 Adolescents joining a humanist confirmation in Norway are approximately 15 years old and generally in the 

9th grade of school (S. Sandberg, personal communication, December 6, 2021). 
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growing group of religiously unaffiliated people in Europe, Australia and North-America. In 

these continents, this group has in fact become the second largest worldview orientation. This 

trend is discernible in Norway as well, where it is said that more and more young persons no 

longer choose to explicitly affiliate themselves with either a religious or a humanist 

worldview (Urstad, 2017) 

 Consequently, if this growing interest in collective coming-of-age rituals is not 

necessarily fueled by membership to a humanist organization, we can wonder what then 

drives the increasing participation of Norwegian adolescents in these rituals. In order to better 

comprehend where this growing interest is originating from, we will further look into the 

societal and theoretical context in which this phenomenon arises.  

 

1.1 Contemporary challenges of coming of age  

Before a person comes of age, he or she belongs to the age groups of adolescents (12–18 

years old) (Erikson, 1982). Adolescence is a life stage characterized by major shifts. Bodily 

changes mark the starting transition from child to adult, while simultaneously new freedoms 

and social roles tend to be granted to the adolescent. This period is also a time in which the 

meanings ascribed to life by adolescents’ social environment can conflict with new 

meaningful experiences that they themselves have encountered, which could lead to a crisis 

of meaning (Adamson, Hartman & Lyxell, 1999; Fitzgerald, 2005; Krok, 2015; Tan, 2009). 

Frankl (1946, 1965) explains that experiencing such a crisis is not necessarily harmful, as 

tension regarding what is meaningful in life also has the ability to help a person grow and to 

spark their desire to search for meaning themselves. Therefore, as Knight (2017) explains, 

crisis in this sense of the word should not be seen as a disturbance of life but as 

an“emergence of a different way of viewing the world” (p. 3).  

To visualize how crisis can help a person make sense of their own emerging meanings 

in life, Park (2010) has developed a psychological theory on meaning making. This theory 

suggests that whenever a person experiences a crisis, a process of meaning making starts. 

That is, the new meanings that a person derives from such a disruptive event have to be 

assessed against the general meanings that a person holds. This can be done by either 

accepting, rejecting or negotiating the situational meaning in the light of a person’s existing 

system of global meaning. Park (2010) believes that experiencing such a meaning-making 

process may allow humans to better understand their own meanings in life and how to 

navigate them.  

 This capacity to reflect on one’s own meanings seems significant for everyone, but 
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especially for adolescents. Tan (2009) emphasizes that a major developmental task of 

adolescents is to “(...) face many issues and challenges that are unique, uncertain and value-

conflict, they need to critically reflect on practical interests and examine broad issues on 

religiously tethered and untethered spirituality in their lives” (p. 397). A similar idea is held 

by Erikson (1950, 1963) who believes that human lives are composed of different life stages. 

Each life stage is characterized by its own particular crisis and thus presents opportunities for 

personal growth. Building upon this idea, he states that adolescence is a time in which a 

person needs to learn how to establish genuine loyal relationships with other individuals, 

causes and beliefs (Erikson, 1950, 1963). Therefore, he argues that the crisis of adolescence 

is aimed at resolving the tension of wanting to live up to certain expectations in life while 

simultaneously aspiring to explore your own ways and meanings in life. Moreover, he 

explains that the adolescent mind can be seen as a moratorium, dangling between the mindset 

of a child and that of an adult (Erikson, 1950, 1963).  

Indeed, adolescence is often characterized by extensive exploration. As Marcia (2001) 

explains, this extensive exploration is crucial for developing a meaningful identity status. 

When a person commits to a meaning system too early in life or fails to commit to any 

meaning system at all, this can later on lead to confusion or diffusion of the meanings already 

being held (Marcia, 2001). As a result, Erikson (1950, 1963) believes that particularly during 

adolescence, it is essential to learn how to navigate your own meanings, as every subsequent 

life stage—young, middle and older adulthood—will build upon the insights achieved in the 

previous one. Overall, he states that the life stage of adolescence deals with resolving the 

conflict of identity confusion vs. identity cohesion. Upon successful completion, adolescents 

will have achieved a sense of fidelity in their own identity as well as their future (Erikson, 

1950, 1963). 

 However, in contemporary western society, succeeding in this process of identity 

exploration and moving on to the next life stage of young adulthood doesn’t seem to be as 

straightforward (Arnett, 2007ab). Erikson (1968, 1982) already observed that in 

industrialized countries, the phase of identity exploration of adolescents can prolong far into 

young adulthood. This comes with the advantage that—according to Arnett (2000)—

adolescents have far more time and freedom at their disposal to explore their own meanings 

in life. They have greater opportunities to focus on themselves during their process of 

meaning making, which can bring them a sense of extensive possibilities and acceptance of 

chances in life. A possible downside may be that the lack of direction in this life cycle seems 
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to create a sense of uncertainty and instability among some young adults, which in itself 

could become a new factor of stress (Arnett, 2007ab, Arnett & Lowe, 2020; Blatter, 2013).  

All of these developments appear to coincide with the observation that many young 

people in western countries are currently putting their major life decisions on hold (Arnett, 

2000; Blatter, 2013; Margot, 2007). This trend increased even more significantly during the 

covid-19 pandemic. The American Population Reference Bureau states: 

 

Even before the crisis hit, more young Americans had been postponing key life events 

that often mark the transition to adulthood. Fewer young adults in their 20s and 30s 

are getting married, having children, living independently from their parents, buying 

homes, and achieving financial independence. (Mather, 2020)  

 

In addition, Ciairano, Molinar & Sestito (2009) explain that young people in the West 

nowadays have to deal with significant challenges: “(…) rapid social and economic changes 

in most industrialized countries have increased the level of uncertainty and precariousness to 

which young people are exposed” (p. 5). All these changes seem to pose real challenges for 

adolescents’ meaning making and thus their ability to successfully move on to the next life 

stage of young adulthood (Margot, 2007). In this next life stage, young adults are supposed to 

learn how to love something or someone without the fear of losing their new independent and 

firm identity status. However, multiple scholars currently notice that a growing number of 

young adults seem to be delayed in establishing a firm identity to begin with (Arnett, 2000, 

2007ab; Erikson, 1968). 

 Therefore, Arnett (2000, 2007ab), among others, argues that we are in need of a new 

way of looking at the traditional life stages as defined by Erikson. This is particularly 

important, he argues, since the old demographic indicators of reaching adulthood no longer 

fully capture what it means to become an adult these days. As Arnett (2000) explains, several 

studies have shown that demographics are no longer the sole determinant of the transition 

towards adulthood. Rather, individual characteristics seem to have a greater impact on the 

subjective experience of coming of age:  

 

Specifically, the two top criteria for the transition to adulthood in a variety of studies 

have been accepting responsibilities for one’s self and making independent decisions 

(Arnett, 1997, 1998; Greene et al., 1992; Scheert et al, 1994). A third criterion, also 



10 

 

 

individualistic but more tangible, becoming financially independent, also ranks 

consistently near the top. (Arnett, 2000, p. 473) 

 

Accordingly, he suggests that we should rethink the tasks that come with adolescence by 

introducing a new life stage, namely the one of emerging adulthood. Arnett (2000, 2007ab) 

states that emerging adulthood is a distinct phase that spans the age of 18–25 years; 

according to him, it is both a continuation of the identity exploration launched during 

adolescence and a first encounter with the traits of young adulthood (Arnett, 2000, 2007ab). 

This new concept of emerging adulthood explains the feeling of in-betweenness that some 

emerging adults currently experience. In addition, it emphasizes the positive sides of the extra 

time and freedom that emerging adults are given, which allow them to continue to explore 

their own meanings in life before settling into responsible adult roles (Arnett, 2000, 2007ab; 

Arnett & Lowe, 2020).  

 Altogether, this new way of viewing life stages seems to suggest there is a 

corresponding need for new ways of guiding adolescents in their meaning-making processes 

when approaching their coming of age. 

 

1.2 The call for secular coming-of-age rituals  

One way to guide the coming of age of adolescents is through rituals. As Van Gennep (1960) 

and Turner (1969) explain, over the centuries rituals have been used as “(...) cultural tools for 

spiritual exploration at moments of transition and have been part of major life-transitions 

throughout human history” (In Wojtkowiak, Knibbe & Goossensen, 2018, p. 77). Hence, 

many religious traditions offer their community rituals as celebrations of the coming of age of 

their members. Despite the secularization, globalization and pluralization of western 

societies, rituals still prove to be popular to attend, both among religious and non-religious 

people (Fragel, 2000; Gordon-Lennox, 2017ab; Grimes 2000).  

Moreover, in recent years we have seen a growing interest among non-religious 

individuals in the transformative and existential dimensions of secular rituals during major 

life transitions (Gordon-Lennox, 2017ab; Sproule, 2019; Schnell & Pali, 2013). As Redfield 

(2003) explains, people seem to be attracted to rituals because the lives of all human beings 

are undeniably characterized by many different transitions and life stages. Not all of these are 

always formally acknowledged or celebrated, but when they are, “the ritual gives further 

significance to what is happening anyway”, rendering these transitions even more meaningful 

(Redfield, 2003, p. 258). In addition, Wojtkowiak (2018b) believes that rituals may be 
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considered meaningful since they provide society and individuals with three gifts. First of all, 

rituals can bring about (1) a sense of community and (2) a form of social order. Finally, ritual 

is said to have the capacity to request (3) a transformation from the participants in the field of 

“(...) meaning making, identity, psychological states and social relations” (Wojtkowiak, 

2018b, p. 463). In a world that is becoming increasingly complex and void of collective 

meanings, rituals are thus believed to provide humans with a cultural and symbolic 

framework of meaning. This framework can help them better understand their own 

experience during transitions and make sense of what is happening (Wojtkowiak, 2018a; 

Foret, 2010). 

 When it comes to the growing group of non-religious people, religious rituals are 

nowadays no longer automatically capable of meeting the ritual needs of these individuals 

(Wojtkowiak, 2018ab; Gordon-Lennox, 2017a). In accordance, various adults describe the 

rising need for new secular rituals that can guide the coming of age of non-religious 

adolescents and may provide them with these so-called ritual gifts. Particularly the rituals that 

qualify as rites of passage are believed to help adolescents gain a “solid sense of adulthood 

identity” (Guardian, 2014; Grimes, 2000, p. 112; Rubinstein, 2013; The Atlantic, 2014). For 

instance, Doctor Rubinstein (2013), CEO of the Australian Rites of Passage Institute, 

emphasizes in one of his Ted Talks the importance of creating new rites of passage that 

present all adolescents with the opportunity to share and discuss their dreams. Perhaps more 

significantly, he believes that new rites of passage may help them to make better choices. A 

column of Journalist Lot in the Guardian (2014) suggests that people and organizations are 

searching for new types of secular rites of passage to prevent adolescents from inflicting hurt 

on themselves as well as on society.  

That this call for new rites of passage is not limited to the personal sphere is 

demonstrated in an article written by Liu (The Atlantic, 2014), executive director of the 

Citizenship and American Identity Program at the Aspen Institute. Here, he argues in favor of 

the creation of a nation-wide civic rite of passage in order to guide all adolescent citizens in 

the United States towards becoming an responsible adult citizen. In doing so, he refers to the 

different humanist confirmations in Scandinavia as an inspirational model to follow (The 

Atlantic, 2014). Moreover, many scientific articles confirm the current interest in creating 

new rites of passages for adolescents as a way of guiding them through their coming of age 

(Bell, 2003; Blumenkrantz & Goldstein, 2010; Grimes, 2000; Mahdi, Christopher & Meade 

(Eds.), 1999). 

 The term rite of passage was first used by Van Gennep in 1908, who suggested that 
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all rituals dealing with major life transitions follow a triadic model. His model comprises 

three stages, namely (1) symbolic “separation”, (2) a liminal “transition” and (3) a person’s 

“reincorporation” within community life (In Turner, 1969, p. 359). The rites of passage that 

are meant to guide the coming of age of adolescents seem to focus particularly on the middle 

phase. Here, old ways of structuring dissolve and new ways have yet to emerge—similar to 

their current life phase. In that sense, the transitional phase of a rite of passage purposely 

facilitates a feeling of being betwixt and between. Turner (1969) explains that during such a 

liminal journey, the ritual accompanies the participants through “(...) a change of place, state, 

social position and age” (p. 359). As such, the structure of a rite of passage seems to be aimed 

at helping adolescents experience their transition from child to adult more clearly.  

However, as Grimes (2000)—among other academics—notices, western societies are 

currently lacking suitable rites of passage. Not many rites of passage are grounded in a 

community that successfully address the initiation of non-religious adolescents into emerging 

adults. This deficiency is believed to have a destructive effect on both adolescents and 

society. In order to support the maturation of non-religious adolescents and their 

comprehension of themselves and the world they live in, Grimes (2000) believes that at least 

in western societies there is a need for developing new rites of passages. These need to be 

structured in such a way that they can initiate the meaning-making process of non-religious 

adolescents during their transition into emerging adults.  

 However, in spite of the widespread use of the concept of rites of passage in ritual 

studies, more and more academics—including Grimes (2000)—wonder if our strict focus on 

the triadic structure might actually be the reason why we perceive this lack of suitable rituals 

for initiating coming of age (Grimes, 2000; Redfield, 2003). To begin with, the triadic model 

of Van Gennep (1908, 1960) & Turner (1969) seems to consider initiation as a heavily 

ritualized occasion. The outcome of the ritual appears to be mainly focused on creating 

traditional and singular structures, think hereby of men-women, wife-husband, father-mother, 

child-adult etc. (Grimes, 2000). By contrast, present-day society may be though of as much 

more circular and has acquired additional kinds of objectives for initiation, such as learning 

to deepen one’s personal meaning in life (Grimes, 2000).  

Therefore, Grimes (2000) has identified certain key elements of initiation, which 

allows for the inclusion of a greater number of rituals that—according to the triadic model—

initially might not qualify as a rites of passage. For instance, he argues that we may search for 

initiatory aspects such as “learning cultural knowledge”, “being taught by mentors” or 

“having values questioned” (Grimes, 2000, pp. 106, 107). For an overview of more of these 
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elements see Table A1. These aspects, Grimes (2000) explains, also demonstrate that rituals 

are not the only way in which the coming of age of adolescents may be initiated. Instead, 

some parts of initiation might take place separately from rituals or occur over a longer period 

of time, e.g. through education or working a first job. 

  In line with this perspective, Redfield (2003) states that when it comes to the process 

of initiation, “(...) the initiatory experience is not derived from the ritual: rather the ritual is 

derived from the experience, which it aims to clarify, motivate, normalize, support and 

explain (...)” (p. 257). This indicates that the initiatory experience encountered during a 

coming-of-age ritual is mainly shaped by the experiences adolescents have gained in this 

period of life and the meaning they attach to them (Redfield, 2003)  

In accordance with these observations, Grimes (2000) believes we should broaden our 

view on what kind of rituals may qualify for initiating the coming of age of non-religious 

adolescents in the West. He elaborated on this by stating: “One should look for initiation 

under other names: orientation, promotion, conversion, confirmation, ordination, and so on” 

(p. 117). Seen from this perspective, humanist confirmations could be considered one of the 

few coming-of-age rituals that, in theory, is capable of facilitating the initiation of non-

religious adolescents in the West.  

 As a result, humanist confirmation may prove to be a fertile place to study how 

adolescents’ meaning making during the process of coming of age is guided in a non-

religious manner. Consequently, this paper aims to further research the nature and content of 

the guidance adolescents receive during a humanist confirmation.  

 

1.3 Relevance 

In terms of societal relevance, this study aims to offer an example of how we may support the 

meaning-making process of non-religious adolescents in times of rapid secularization, 

economic instabilities and limitless amounts of life choices in modern societies.   

 Regarding scientific relevance, this research seeks to provide the field of ritual studies 

with insights into existing western rituals that are capable of initiating the coming of age of 

adolescents. This study also contributes to the academic field of meaning making. More 

specifically, it dives into the understudied field of non-religious meaning making and secular 

coming of age rituals (Park, 2005, 2017; Taves, 2018).  

 Finally, in terms of humanistic relevance, this research provides insight into how 

humanism as a worldview is presented to adolescents in the humanist confirmation course. 

As such, it offers a scientific perspective on how humanism can be used as a framework 
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within moral and ritual education. It also offers knowledge on the largest humanistic ritual of 

the world, which may be used as inspiration for other aspired humanist confirmations.  

 

1.4 Research questions 

Based on this information, the following main research question has been formulated:  

• How do Norwegian humanist confirmations address adolescents meaning making 

while coming of age? 

 

One theoretical sub-question has been formulated to help answer the main research question: 

• How does Park’s meaning-making model help study the guidance adolescents receive 

for meaning making in the confirmation?  

 

In addition, three empirical sub-questions have been formulated to help answer the main 

research question:  

● How does confirmation contribute to the coming of age of adolescents according to 

course leaders? 

● How does ritual initiation contribute to the meaning making of adolescents according 

to course leaders?  

● How are humanist ways of meaning making in the confirmation approached 

according to course leaders? 

 

1.5 Conceptual definitions  

Coming of age  

Coming of age is the occasion or age when an adolescent turns into an adult. Today, the exact 

moment of coming of age is hard to indicate, as the prolongation of adolescence and delay of 

young adulthood has created a new threshold (Arnett, 2000). Therefore, the moment of 

coming of age currently seems to be marked by an extra stage, namely emerging adulthood. 

This stage is characterized by “a time of feeling in-between, identity explorations, instability, 

self-focus and possibilities” (Tanner, 2011, p. 818).    

 

Confirmation 

Confirmations are rituals for the age group of adolescents and are traditionally anchored in 

Christian worldviews. In the past, they have been used as rites of passage for adolescents to 
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acquire their new social status as adults (Grimes, 2000 Smart, 1996). In countries with a 

strong tradition of Christian confirmation, new secular versions of these coming-of-age 

rituals are nowadays offered by the humanist worldview. Within humanist confirmations, 

there are still some similarities to be found with the concept of rites of passage of Van 

Gennep (1908, 1960), i.e. the separation by age group, the joining of a transitional course and 

the incorporation of the adolescents into the ceremony (In Turner, 1969). Moreover, a 

humanist confirmation can be considered as a present day coming-of-age ritual in which 

exploring one’s meaning making is said to be the central subject (Gordon-Lennox, 2017b).  

 

Humanism  

Humanism can be thought of as a flexible, rational and secular worldview. Humanism holds 

the general idea that people are expected to discover their own inspirational sources and 

meaning in life (Alma, 2005; Duyndam, 2017). Therefore, humanism as a worldview can 

take a variety of shapes and can embody several meanings without pre-given direction 

(Derkx & Laceule, 2021). Multiple sources state that ritual has lately become an increasingly 

desired and available source for humanists to make meaning of their own human existence 

(Fragel, 2020; Veldman, 2016; Shook & Gomez Brake, 2020).   

 

Meaning making 

In short Meaning making can be understood as the will and efforts of human beings to make 

sense of themselves and the world surrounding them (Frankl, 1946; Dittmann-Kohli & 

Westerhof, 2000). Within Park’s (2010) meaning-making model, this process comes down to 

the acceptance, rejection or negotiation of new situational meanings within a person’s global 

meaning. To clarify the function of global meaning, I will from now on mostly refer to global 

meaning by using the term global meaning system, which immediately indicates the use of it. 

 

1.6 Reading guide 

This chapter has presented an introduction on the phenomena that will be researched in this 

study. In the second chapter, the theoretical framework will outline a lens through which the 

data is to be assessed. The third chapter will explain the methodology and data collection 

process applicable to this research. It will also elaborate on the analysis process performed on 

the data. In the fourth chapter, the results of the data will be presented. In the fifth chapter, 

the answers on the research question will be discussed and compared to the theory. Moreover, 
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the limitations and recommendations of this research will be discussed. 
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II | Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1 The meaning-making model 

A model for meaning making that is rooted in extensive literature and is widely used 

to study meaning making, is the one by Park (2005, 2010, 2016, 2017). Her psychological 

model assumes that each day consists of a series of events, of which many are quite neutrally 

experienced by most people and leave no further impressions (Taves, 2018). However, some 

of these events can be seen as disruptive experiences that an individual needs to make sense 

of. Whenever a disruptive life event occurs, the individual is forced to assess the event and its 

meaning. In this moment, situational meaning is created. Park (2016) explains that disruptive 

events in a person’s life can encompass many different things: 

 

Tensions can include: (a) mystery versus science, (b) situational versus global focus, 

(c) boundaries versus boundlessness, (d) subjective versus objective phenomena, (e) 

cognitive versus affective aspects, and (f) universal versus culture-specific meanings. 

(p. 69) 

 

After acknowledging the destabilizing event, the person has to consider the meaning he or 

she attributes to the event. For instance, he or she will be compelled to decide what the 

degree of threat is for the current global meaning system and what the implications are of this 

appraised event. If the discrepancy between the meaning of the event and the meaning system 

is minor, a successful adjustment will follow and the new situational meaning will be aligned 

with the individual’s existing global meaning system. As a result, the newest meaning is 

included into this global meaning system. However, if the situational meaning of the event 

cannot be fitted into the global meaning system, an extended meaning-making process starts. 

In this process, either a new way of looking at the disruptive event is sought for or an 

adjustment of the global meaning system is needed. The latter occurs if the new meaning 

made is incompatible with the old global meaning system. Consequently, the content of the 

global meaning system itself can become an appraised event (Park, 2005, 2010, 2016, 2017).  

This way, Park’s (2010) model shows that a person’s global meaning system is a 

significant influence on how people cope with disruptive events and create meaning. In 

Figure 1, a visual overview of the meaning-making model is presented (Park, 2010, p. 258).  
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Figure 1 

 

Park’s Meaning-making Model  

 

  

 

Note. From “Making sense of the meaning literature: An integrative review of meaning 

making and its effects on adjustment to stressful life events,” by C.L. Park, 2010, 

Psychological Bulletin, 136 (2), p. 258. Copyright 2010 American Psychological Association. 

 

Moreover, Park (2005, 2010, 2013, 2016, 2017)—as well as other academics—

believes that in order to resiliently navigate through the increasing amount of meanings 

appearing in the world, human beings are in need of a global meaning system that can help 

them decide what is personally “meaningful” to them. She states that all human beings are in 

need of “(...) a system of meaning to comprehend the world and to navigate and organize the 

infinite stimuli they encounter, from basic perception of their environment to broad 

existential questions” (Park, 2013, p. 357). Accordingly, Park is of the opinion that each 

person has an unique global meaning system that can either support or counteract their 

wellbeing, depending on the meanings of which it is comprised.  

Park’s (2005, 2017) global meaning system consists of the following three elements: 

(1) global beliefs, (2) global goals and (3) a subjective sense of purpose. First of all, the basis 

of a global meaning system is formed by a person’s global beliefs (1). Global beliefs are a 
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unique set of notions that evolve during the lifespan of each person. These global beliefs 

encompass a person’s views and general assumptions “(...) about the self, others and the 

larger world. These beliefs concern benevolence, fairness, the nature of humanity, personal 

control, luck, randomness and vulnerability” (Park, Currier, Harris &, Slattery, 2017, p. 20).  

The global beliefs, in turn, constitute the basis of a person’s global goals (2), as global 

beliefs often provide the values on which a person determines which goals he or she wants to 

achieve. Global goals can be seen as “people’s motivation for living, choice of goals, 

standards of judging behaviour, and basis for self-esteem” (Park, Currier, Harris, Slattery, 

2017, p. 29).  

In addition to these two evaluative or content aspects of a global meaning system, 

there is also a more subjective element guiding an individual’s meaning making: the 

subjective sense of meaning or purpose that can arise during a meaning-making process (3) 

(George, Park, 2016; Park, Currier, Harris, Slattery, 2017). In practice, meaning and purpose 

are two concepts that are often used interchangeably, but they can also be regarded as two 

distinct things. After all, we could argue that a sense of meaning can arise without striving for 

a particular purpose—it can easily befall you. By contrast, obtaining a sense of purpose 

implies a more active search for meaning and is often linked to the emotional drive of people 

to make a change in the world beyond the self. As such, purpose can be regarded as a high-

level goal (Damon, Menon & Bronk; 2003; George & Park, 2016; Park, Curries, Harris, 

Slattery, 2017).  

 In a subsequent publication by George and Park (2016), the emotional aspect of 

Park’s model is further expanded by making a clear distinction between the content part of 

the global meaning system and the emotional judgment part that arises from it. With these 

changes, Park reacts to earlier critique that called out her model to be too cognitive (George 

and Park, 2016). In this elaboration, a global meaning system is said to also contain (4) a 

sense of matter, helping a person decide if he or she understands the disruptive situation. 

Additionally, Park includes (5) a sense of comprehensibility, making the person wonder 

whether the event is important to consider or not (George and Park, 2016). Figure 2 depicts a 

visual overview of the expanded elements of a global meaning system (Park, 2016, p. 70).  
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Figure 2 

 

Global Meaning System – 3 Types of Judgements 

 

 

Note. From “Unresolved Tensions in the Study of Meaning in Life,” by C.L. Park, 2016, 

Journal of Constructive Psychology, 30 (1), p. 70. Copyright 2016 Taylor & Francis Group, 

LLC.  

 

When it comes to the type of disruptive events that could characterize the meaning making of 

both adolescents and emerging adults, Arnett (2000) points out three domains of identity 

exploration that can cause tension: love, work and worldviews. He states: 

 

The focus on identity issues in emerging adulthood can be seen in the three main 

areas of identity exploration: love, work and worldviews. Identity formation involves 

trying out various life possibilities and gradually moving towards making enduring 

decisions. In all three of these areas, this process begins in adolescence but takes place 

mainly in emerging adulthood. (p. 473) 

 

Arnett (2000) continues by stating that several studies imply that especially after leaving 

adolescence and moving on to the life phase of emerging adulthood, individuals tend to 

engage in certain high-risk behaviors. This appears to be due to the fact that emerging 

adulthood is the main life phase in which individuals are free from the supervision of adults 

and carry relatively few serious responsibilities for others. Arnette (2000) explains: “The risk 

behaviours include unprotected sex, most typers of substance use, and risky driving 
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behaviours such as driving at high speeds or while intoxicated (Arnett, 1992; Bachmannm 

Johnston, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 1996)” (p. 475). 

Since the above-described identity exploration starts during adolescence, we could 

assume that adolescence is a suitable moment to begin discussing the possible events and risk 

behaviors on the horizon, as well as the potential tensions that may emerge from them. This 

seems to be supported by studies showing that after graduating high school, many emerging 

adults will move out of their parental home. From that moment onwards, the lives of 

emerging adults will become extremely diverse and thus more difficult to grasp (Arnett, 

2000, 2007ab). 

 To discover whether this is true, this study sets out to observe whether course leaders 

in the humanist confirmation associate the above-mentioned aspects of identity exploration 

and high-risk behaviors with the adolescents they guide and if so, whether these topics are 

mentioned during the confirmation course.  

 

2. 2 Global meaning and worldview 

In order to understand how non-religious adolescents may be guided in their meaning-

making process during their identity exploration, it is essential to gain a more in-depth insight 

into what fuels the emergence of an individual’s global meaning system, since this is what 

lays the groundwork for the meaning-making process (Park, 2005, 2010, 2013, 2016, 2017). 

Park (2005, 2016, 2017) explains that little is known on what exactly fuels a person’s global 

meaning system or how a global meaning system emerges and grows. She says: 

 

  (…) the content of meaning systems is an area ripe for inquiry, particularly if  

  researchers can frame the questions so that they inform our larger understanding of  

  life meaning and how it plays out in our personal lives and more broadly in our  

  society (Park, 2017, p. 17). 

 

However, Park (2013) does argue that the formulation of a global meaning system is not 

simply a matter of personal taste, defined by one’s individual preferences, experiences in life 

or cognitive capacities. Instead, she along with others considers it to be closely related to a 

person’s social interactions, for instance with the organized worldviews surrounding them 

(Emmons & Schnitker 2013; Park, 2005, 2013; Paloutzian & Park (Eds.), 2013). An 

organized worldview can be defined as a shared set of specific and existential beliefs “(...) 

that has developed over time into a more or less coherent and established system with certain 
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(written and unwritten) sources, tradition, values, rituals, ideals, or dogmas” (Van der Kooij, 

de Ruyter & Miedema, 2017, p. 173). 

 In recent years, multiple empirical studies have been conducted on the relationship 

between religious worldviews and a person’s global meaning system. For instance, Park, 

Edmondson and Mills (2010) state how a religious worldview is generally considered part of 

a global meaning system that can help appraise stressful events. In another study, Park, 

Edmonson and Smiths (2013) focus on “how religiousness informs global meaning systems 

and provides meaning under both normal and highly stressful circumstances” (p. 157). 

Nevertheless, as both Park (2005) and Taves (2018) note, far less research has been done on 

how secular worldviews inform global meaning systems. This might be due to the fact that 

many non-religious people do not explicitly adhere to any secular worldview, and therefore 

this relationship is harder to research (Enstedt, Larson & Mantsinen (Eds.), 2019; Schnell & 

Keenan, 2011; Taves, 2018).  

However, Taves (2018) believes that it is necessary to grant the group of the non-

religious more attention: “In contexts where growing numbers say they have ‘no religion’, 

people may be more aware of what they rejected than with the meaning system implicit in the 

way of life they are living” (p. 17). Therefore, we will now focus on examining the ways in 

which the global meaning systems of non-religious adolescents may be informed by their 

secular worldviews. A humanist confirmation seems to be a particularly fitting place to do so, 

since it is one of the few occasions where non-religious adolescents can explore their 

personal views on the world and where simultaneously an organized secular worldview is 

introduced. Both of these elements are said to fuel the creation of a person’s global meaning 

system (Gordon-Lennox, 2017b; S. Sandberg, personal communication, December 18, 2019). 

 In order to assist non-religious adolescents in gaining a clearer understanding of their 

own meaning systems, Taves (2018) suggest we can use Park’s meaning-making model. She 

believes that this model could help non-religious people understand how their own implicit or 

explicit worldview informs their global meaning system and thus their meaning-making 

process. Figure 3 presents a visual overview of the adjustments Taves (2018, p. 14) makes to 

Park’s global meaning system.  
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Figure 3 

 

Taves Interpretation of Park’s Global Meaning System 

 

 

Note. From “Finding and Articulating Meaning in Secular Experience,” by A. Taves, 2018. In 

D. Fleming, E.Leven & U. Riegel (Eds.), Religious Experience and Experiencing Religion in 

Religious Education, (p. 14), Waxmann Verlag. Copyright 2018 by Waxmann Verlag.  

 

Taves (2018) is of the opinion that the benefit of placing worldview within the 

meaning making framework lies in the fact that this model is not just about discussing beliefs. 

Rather, it also deals with people’s experiences. Taves (2018) states that both add a sense of 

meaning to people’s lives and thus shape their views of the world. Additionally, she argues 

that the global meaning system has an advantage over the traditional concept of worldview, 

since it may include multiple explicit outlooks on life from both religious and secular 

worldviews as well as from other sources (Taves, 2018). Thus, instead of having to be 

inspired by only one worldview, people can be informed by a variety of organized 

worldviews. Consequently, the concept of the global meaning system can transcend the 

normal dichotomy of being a believer or non-believer. In fact, it allows for all aspects of 

meaning making to be included into the conversation (Taves, 2018). According to Van der 

Kooij, Ruyter & Miedema (2015), this variety is important in our current time of increasing 

“(...) societal individualism and the awareness of individuals of a variety of organized 

worldviews as a result of globalization. This makes it possible for individuals to pick 

elements of a diversity of worldviews to build their own worldview” (p.81).  

 However, it is important to note that Taves (2018) sees organized worldview as 

something that can function particularly well as a tool for answering existential questions 

within a global meaning system. The idea that worldview deals with the existential part of life 

is supported by Van der Kooij, De Ruyter & Miedema (2015), who explain: 
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We do, however, not use the concept worldview for the general outlook on the world 

because it is not distinctive enough. We use worldview for a more specific outlook on 

the world, namely one that is focused on meaning giving and existential themes. (p. 

80) 

 

Thus, in order to better understand the formation of non-religious people’s global meaning 

systems through the influences of worldview, Taves (2018) believes we should focus on the 

existential questions that worldviews raise. She herself collected a number of such questions 

“(...) from philosophers and world religions textbooks and connect them with the MS 

framework” (Taves, 2018, p. 16). Since we are specifically interested in how secular 

worldviews can affect a global meaning system, we will focus mainly on the philosophical 

questions. Nevertheless, Figure 4 demonstrates a visual overview of both the philosophical 

questions (in capitals) that Taves (2018, p. 16) uses and their religious counterparts (bold).  

 

Figure 4 

 

Taves Integration of Philosophical and Religious (Worldview) Questions 

 

 

Note. From “Finding and Articulating Meaning in Secular Experience,” by A. Taves, 2018. In 

D. Fleming, E.Leven & U. Riegel (Eds.), Religious Experience and Experiencing Religion in 

Religious Education, (p. 16), Waxmann Verlag. Copyright 2018 by Waxmann Verlag. 

 

First of all, we could argue that the first group of questions may help stimulate a 

person to think about matters of reality, origin of the world, and where the knowledge to 

discover this can be found. Taves (2018) suggest that these questions correspond with the 
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global beliefs as defined by Park. The second group of questions seem to be aimed at 

motivating people to consider the human condition, goals and paths they could take. These 

questions are said to correspond with the global goals and subjective sense of purpose as 

defined by Park (Taves, 2018).  

Thus, Taves (2018) seems to be of the opinion that worldview can provide both 

personal and collective answers to these questions. The biggest asset of these worldview 

questions is that their answers can be found in someone’s personal views on the world and 

are thus already present in their global meaning system—perhaps just not clearly or explicitly 

known yet. Another possibility, according to Taves (2018) is that when someone adheres to 

an organized worldview, the answers on these questions can already be quite explicitly 

present in their global meaning system, since they are inspired by the collective beliefs a 

worldview offers (Park & Palatouzian, 2013). Both of these options can be researched when 

working with these questions and provide insights on the formulation of a global meaning 

system.  

Moreover, when it comes to the role of these questions in relation to humanist 

confirmation, the primary focus of this research will be on how humanism as an organized 

worldview can provide insight into the global meaning system of non-religious adolescents. 

At present, we know that the confirmation courses are largely meant to trigger the curiosity of 

adolescents, assist them in their own “existential and ethical journey” and mainly revolve 

around exploring the themes of “humanism, critical thinking and human rights” (Gordon-

Lennox, 2017b, p. 94; S. Sandberg, personal communication, April 2, 2020; S. Sandberg, 

n.d).  

 Altogether, it is expected that some of the worldview questions will be answered 

when introducing humanism in the confirmation. What type of questions will be central to the 

course will be discovered throughout the research.  

 

2.3 Situational meaning and ritual events 

Despite the fact that Park’s meaning-making model is broadly acknowledged and well 

used in scientific research, questions could be raised on its use. For instance, both Taves 

(2018) and Schuhmann and Van der Geugten (2017) point out that within Park’s 

interpretation of the model, individuals are mainly driven to engage in a process of meaning 

making because of a negative disruptive event. However, they—as well as others—state that 

seen from a more existential viewpoint, this process of meaning making can also be initiated 

in response to positive occurrences in our daily lives or by participating in consciously 
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chosen events. For instance, meaning making could occur when a person joins an event in 

which they are free to actively live their personal global beliefs by engaging in their global 

goals and values (Ditmann-Kohli & Westerhof, 2000; Taves, 2018, Schumann & Van der 

Geugten, 2017). Therefore, we can say that meaningful events can entail so much more than 

surprising ruptures or random occurrences—they can also be planned occasions (Ditmann-

Kohli & Westerhof, 2000; Mauksch, 2019). This finding is particularly relevant with regard 

to humanist confirmations, in which adolescents are said to voluntarily engage in an event 

that is meant to guide them on an existential and ethical journey. 

 Therefore, Taves (2018) argues that in order to regard people’s positive and 

consciously lived experiences as part of their meaning-making process, the scope of Park’s 

model has to change—it should accommodate the inclusion of new types of events that can 

contribute to meaning making. As Taves (2018) focuses particularly on the ways in which 

worldview may contribute to people’s lives, she suggests that we expand our notion of 

situational meaning for it to include events and things that embody the lived experiences of 

worldviews:  

 

We can enrich our sense of situational meaning by incorporating everything we 

associate with “lived religion” or “lived spirituality”, e.g., symbols, special objects, 

social groups, everyday practices, more formalized ritual practice and ceremonial 

rites, and the observance of moral and ethical codes of behaviour. (Taves 2018, p. 18) 

 

With Taves’s (2018) new interpretation, situational meaning has become something 

intentional, something that people initiate themselves—such as by participating in a 

worldview ritual. In this way, humanist confirmation can now be regarded as an event that at 

least in theory has the capability to contribute to a person’s meaning-making process. Figure 

5 depicts a visual overview of Taves’s (2018, p. 14) adjustments to Park’s meaning-making 

model.  
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Figure 5   

 

Adjustments to Park’s meaning-making model made by Taves 

 

 

  

Note. From “Finding and Articulating Meaning in Secular Experience,” by A. Taves, 2018. In 

D. Fleming, E.Leven & U. Riegel (Eds.), Religious Experience and Experiencing Religion in 

Religious Education, (p. 14), Waxmann Verlag. Copyright 2018 by Waxmann Verlag. 

 

  To begin with, many worldviews offer ritual events as a means to experience certain 

life transitions more clearly. In these ceremonies, people interact with each other through a 

collective and often structured process of meaning making. On the one hand, this process 

may focus on performing certain external ritual actions in front of their community. On the 

other hand, it may provide the person a temporary space to internalize the transitional 

experience (Smart, 1996). Smart (1996), among others, elaborates that most rituals offered by 

religious worldviews seem to focus predominantly on explaining life transitions by using a 

God-concept or by referring to other higher powers. Since secular worldviews are generally 

not oriented towards the sacred, secular rituals are sometimes regarded as incapable of 

creating an spiritual experience that transcends everyday life (Bocock, 1970; Wojtkowiak, 

Knibbe & Goossensen, 2018; Lukken, 1999). Despite the lack of a higher power in secular 

rituals, Wojtkowiak, Knibbe & Goossensen (2018) do believe that secular rituals entail more 

than a simple festive celebration. According to them, secular ritual is “(…) inherently a 

spiritual experience questions of meaning are addressed, people are connected” (Wojtkowiak, 

Knibbe & Goossensen, 2018 p. 86). 

  Others, such as Grimes (2014), explain that it may be better to bypass the entire 

discussion by focusing on how rituals—religious or not—aim to create such a spiritual 

experience. He explains that ritual is capable of generating a specific type of awareness 

through an “embodied, condensed, and prescribed enactment” (p. 194), in which people can 

experience their transition in a new manner. In order to create such an awareness, he believes 
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that ritual should stimulate our senses, since it is with our body that we move in the world 

and make meaning of it. Furthermore, he believes that the temporary limitation of time and 

space in which a person can move around allows individuals to distance themselves from 

their daily tasks that normally occupy them. This way, they may concentrate more intensely 

on the extraordinary sides of ordinary life. Finally, he states that ritual attempts to create a 

symbolic reality where people can experience a dramatized version of everyday life. This 

allows them to open up to a new way of viewing the world (Grimes, 2014).  

  However, since secular rituals tend to take on freer forms due to their more flexible 

frame of reference for meaning making, people may have trouble recognizing and 

comprehending the performative language of the ritual (Grimes, 2014; Lukken, 1999; Moore 

& Meyerhof, 1977). As rituals are traditionally used to help people recognize or clarify the 

transitions they are facing, it is crucial for the participants to be able to intuitively understand 

the ritual storyline. Indeed, when the ritual elements are intuitively understood, the 

individuals will recognize the ritual plot (message) of the ritual they participate in (Grimes, 

2014; Lukken, 1999). When participants are able to embrace the stories that rituals offer, as 

Gergen (2009) explains, ritual can—even among unrelated individuals—create a sense of 

community, since it then enhances “a shared experience that becomes a shared memory” (In 

Wojtkowiak, Knibbe en Goossensen, 2018, p. 87).  

This promise of a shared sense of community is not automatically experienced by 

everyone that witnesses a ritual, as Geertz (1973) explains: 

 

Where for “visitors” religious performances can, in the nature of the case, only be 

presentations of a particular religious perspective, and thus aesthetically appreciated 

or scientifically dissected, for participants they are in addition enactments, 

materializations, realizations of it—not only models of what they believe, but also 

models for the believing of it. In these plastic dramas men attain their faith as they 

portray it. (In Mauksch, 2019, pp. 113, 114) 

 

Thus, as Geertz shows, in order for rituals to become relevant tools for meaning making, they 

need to be received by a willing and understanding audience that at least partly accepts the 

authorities that offer them (In Mauksch, 2019). 

 Since humanist confirmations are offered to an age group in perhaps their most 

influenceable and formative years, it is essential to be critical of the perceived capacity of 

ritual to structure meaning making—both through the narratives they convey about life and 
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society as well as through the enchanting symbolic form in which this is often done (Moore 

& Myerhoff, 1977). As a result, it seems important to further examine what views on 

adolescents’ meaning making are held by the adults that are involved in humanist 

confirmations. This demands particular attention since in earlier times, religious 

confirmations in Denmark and Norway have functioned both as social and legal gatekeepers 

within society. Until 1849, failing the course meant that you were not allowed to “legally 

marry, hold adult jobs or even wear adult clothing”, implying there was a good or wrong way 

to enter adulthood (Gordon-Lennox, 2017b, p. 87). Nowadays, confirmation no longer holds 

legal consequences for the coming of age of adolescents. However, one can wonder how 

much of this original tradition is still implicitly present in humanist confirmation. Moreover, 

how do the traditional views of confirmation as a rite of passage impact the ways in which 

adolescents are nowadays guided in their own meaning making? 

 All things considered, both Park (2010) and Taves (2018) argue that situational 

meaning and global meaning are in constant mutual exchange and keep shaping each other. 

Therefore, it is considered relevant to look into the ways in which humanist confirmation 

addresses the lived worldview experience of confirmands, both in the course and the 

ceremony. In addition, we should also examine how Taves’s alterations of Park’s meaning-

making model help study the meaning making of confirmands.   
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III | Methods 

 

3.1 Research design 

The study will address the course leaders’ beliefs about and experiences with guiding 

humanist confirmations. This social scientific research will do so by following an exploratory 

research design. In this type of design, the research questions are answered by using 

descriptive empirical evidence, which in this research consists primarily of qualitative 

interviews (Bernhard, 2006; Creswell, 2015). The function of these interviews is to provide 

thick descriptions of the course leaders’ experiences, in order to enable detailed description of 

the findings as well as critical interpretation in their context. Thick descriptions allow us to 

understand the covered meanings that lie beneath an event (Luhrmann, 2015). The collection 

of qualitative empirical data is especially suitable for the understudied fields of non-religious 

meaning making and secular coming-of-age rituals, since its focus on interpretation makes it 

possible to both explore and formulate in-depth knowledge and thus research new objects of 

study. As Eisner (1991) says: “A good qualitative study can help us ‘understand a situation 

that would otherwise be enigmatic or confusing’” (In Golafshani. 2003, p. 601).  

 Worth mentioning is that initially, this research was supposed to take place in the 

Norwegian cities of Oslo and Trondheim. However, due to the covid-19 pandemic, the 

physical courses were cancelled mid-March and the ceremonies were postponed until 

October 2020. This has resulted in a shift in focus from ethnographic fieldwork to online 

qualitative research. In order to compensate for the planned participant observation that was 

to complement the interviews, data from primary cultural sources is added. Primary cultural 

sources are “first-hand accounts of a topic” (UmbLibguides, n.d). In this research, they will 

consist of the ceremonial speeches course leaders have given in the past years. In the 

following section, the specific methods of this research will be described more elaborately. 

 

3.2 Research population 

The research population of this research consists of 11 course leaders guiding the 

courses of the Norwegian humanist confirmations. The standard confirmation course lasts ten 

weeks, in which approximately 15 confirmands participate. However, the actual number of 

confirmands may vary between five and 25 individuals per group (S. Sandberg, personal 

communication, December 6, 2021).  

Course leaders hold a unique position within Norwegian Humanist Association. First 
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of all, they are required to be active volunteer members when guiding a course. The presence 

of course leaders during humanist confirmations is significant. They are tasked with opening 

the humanist confirmation as well as guiding the participants during the entire course and 

often the ceremony as well. Moreover, in Trondheim and some other towns, the course leader 

also delivers the main speech of the ceremony (S. Sandberg, personal communication, 

December 18, 2019). 

         Three people were involved in the selection of the course leaders for this research: the 

researcher; Sandberg, the general coordinator of the humanist confirmations in Norway; and 

one of the key informants of this study, who was located in Trondheim. The selection of the 

course leaders (n=11) was carried out through purposeful criterion sampling, in order to 

ensure rich, specific and valid data (Palinkas et al., 2015). Throughout this process, it was 

attempted to select course leaders who had a minimum of two years experience in leading the 

course—it was assumed that this would mean they had sufficient experiences with guiding 

the confirmation to reflect on these events. Moreover, the aim was to select course leaders 

who personally attended either Christian or humanist confirmation as adolescents. It was 

expected that this, too, would allow them to reflect more elaborately on the role of worldview 

in the confirmation, having experienced the course as both participant and course leader. In 

the selection procedure, secondary criteria consisted of composing a representative research 

population with an equal distribution of gender and age, as well as including course leaders 

from urban areas where the majority of the courses take place. The selection and initial 

approach of suitable participants was conducted by the gatekeeper and key informant. 

Afterwards, the researcher sent the course leaders an e-mail with an invitation to participate 

(see Appendix B for the invitation e-mail).  

  Many of the research criteria that were established beforehand were met, although not 

all of them. Table 1 presents an overview of the characteristics and criteria of the selected 

course leaders, as well as information on the number of course leaders that have given 

speeches during a confirmation ceremony.  
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Note. This table presents the most important demographics and characteristics of the research 

population. For each individual characteristic, the total is n=11.  

 

As we can see, two course leaders did not meet the requirement of at least two years 

of experience. However, one of them did guide a special humanist confirmation camp and 

thus had some additional experience to reflect on. All course leaders have personally attended 

a confirmation when they were adolescents, which helped them review their own experiences 

as course leaders and those of being a confirmand in either a Christian or humanist 

confirmation. Moreover, as we can see, the ratio between men and women is unequal, i.e. 

three participants are male and eight are female. Yet Sandberg believes this reflects the 

overall ratio between men and women of the course leaders of Norwegian Humanist 

Association and other volunteer-based organizations in Norway (S. Sandberg, personal 

communication, December 6, 2021). When it comes to age distribution, we can see that all 

but one is younger than 30 years old, which we can say is representative for the research 

population. As Sandberg (personal communication, December 6, 2021) explains: 

 

The most typical course leader is a student between 20 and 30 years old, where I’d 

guess 24–25 is the most common age. This age bracket is most common in cities, 

where there are larger institutions for higher education and where we have more 

confirmands and more courses. That is why this is the typical course leader, students 



33 

 

 

are the ones who choose to be course leaders in places where we need a lot of course 

leaders. In smaller places, the course leaders vary a lot more in age, and there are 

fewer course leaders. It is not uncommon for people to become interested in being a 

course leader around the time their own children will have a confirmation. A typical 

course leader in a smaller place is 30–50 [years old]. 

 

Sandberg’s observation seems to correlate with the findings of this research, since many of 

the interviewed course leaders were students themselves or have been while working as a 

course leader. When it comes to the area criteria, all course leaders were, or had previously 

been, a course leaders in these main urban areas.  

 

3.3 Data collection 

Data collection has covered a three-month period, from April through June 2020. Throughout 

this research, two data collection methods have been employed. The first and primary one 

consists of 11 semi-structured interviews conducted with course leaders of humanist 

confirmations. These interviews alternated between open questions and pre-formulated 

questions and topics. Employing this flexibility while interviewing allowed for open-ended 

answers. Moreover, it opened up the possibility for exploring new findings and gaining a 

richer first-hand perspective and emic account of the interviewees’ experiences (Boeije, 

2014). Simultaneously, the pre-formulated questions were helpful tools for staying close to 

the object of research (Evans, 2018).   

 Due to the Norway’s lockdown caused by covid-19 pandemic, the interviews took 

place online via Skype. Regarding the data collection of the interviews, it has to be taken into 

account that an online tool such as Skype is not equivalent to a real life encounter. Such a 

tool cannot replace (or prevent the loss of) subtle signs that non-verbal contact with 

informants in their real-life environment reveals. Nevertheless, as Lo Lacono, Symonds & 

Brown (2016) demonstrate in their research “Skype as a Tool for Qualitative Research 

Interviews”, digital communication tools have the capacity to present a satisfactory 

alternative to real-life encounters. This is particularly true for cases where geographical 

limitations apply to both the participant and the researcher, such as during the covid-19 

pandemic. Although simulating face-to-face contact through Skype was considered to be a 

challenge, this type of contact has nevertheless sufficiently facilitated the observation of the 

informants’ body language and their intonation. This resulted in vital information on what to 

focus on when asking questions and what topics to direct the conversation towards.   
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 The interviews were complemented by information derived from primary cultural 

sources. This additional data consists of three main speeches that were delivered by course 

leaders at previous ceremonies. Regarding some of the participants, the researcher was 

notified by the key informant early on that the participant in question had given a speech 

during the ceremony. In those cases, it was thus possible to refer to their speeches while 

conducting the interview. Other participants mentioned during the interview that they had 

performed speeches or were supposed to do so that year. This information was then used to 

ask questions about the message they intended to convey in their speeches.   

 

3.4 Data analysis 

The recorded interviews have been transcribed in the same period as the data 

collection took place. The quotes that have been used in the Results section are naturalized 

transcriptions, which means the oral speech is adapted to written norms in order to promote 

readability (McMullin, 2021). This turned out to be necessary as none of the interviewed 

course leaders were native English speakers and their spoken answers were otherwise 

difficult to comprehend. Examples of edits are removing repeated words or words that did not 

add something substantial to the sentence, such as “like”, “okay”, “right”, “yeah” and “uhm”. 

At times, adverbs had to be readjusted to ensure grammatically correct sentences. 

Occasionally, a word was added that could be derived from the context of the conversation. 

This was done by placing the words between square bracket signs, i.e. [ ]. With regard to the 

collected speeches in Norwegian, a preliminary translation was drafted by using Google 

Translate and by using the input of the course leaders. The parts quoted directly in this thesis 

have been translated more accurately by Pleym Head of Ceremonies of the Norwegian 

Humanist Association. 

 The analysis and writing was executed during the summer of 2020 and the following 

academic year (2020–2021). During data collection, a start was made on the analysis process 

in order to reflect on the kinds of data found and those requiring extra attention. The data has 

been analyzed in multiple steps. First, a quick scan of the data was conducted by using four 

themes: (1) confirmation, (2) coming of age, (3) meaning making and (4) humanism. These 

themes are based on the theories investigated and have been openly interpreted, allowing for 

all data to be included. Moreover, subcodes were developed that emerged from recurrent 

themes in the data. In this way, both inductive (derived from the data) and deductive (derived 

from scientific theories) coding have been part of the analytical process (Cresswell, 2015). 

Later, the analyzed data was used to formulate four paragraphs for the result chapter in order 
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to answer the research question: (1) choosing a confirmation, (2) the role of humanism in the 

course, (3) the importance of a ceremony and (4) the course leaders’ view on coming of age. 

 

3.5 Validity and reliability  

In this research, validity has been assured by first aiming at data saturation. An 

attempt was made to achieve data saturation by focusing on acquiring a suitable number (11) 

of qualitative in-depth interviews, that would allow for the recognition of patters (Dworkin, 

2012). Secondly, efforts were made to attain content validity by critically assessing the 

answers that were received during the interviews. This was done during and in between 

interviews, in order to determine whether all aspects of the research were covered and 

whether it was necessary to ask additional questions on certain topics. Moreover, it was 

attempted to guarantee the validity of the answers by adding additional ceremonial speech 

material to compare the speeches’ content with the outcomes of the interviews. This, too, 

ensured data triangulation (Golafshani, 2003).  

 When it comes to the reliability of qualitative research, Golafshani (2003) explains 

this element is difficult to measure as it is hard to guarantee objectivity and uniformness. 

These two elements are components of quantitative research that are normally seen as 

promoters of reliability, as they allow for the research to be repeated. However, by 

conducting semi-structured interviews based on pre-formulated questions and a topic list the 

research was designed to be consistent and aimed at being close to the object of research 

(Evans, 2018). Moreover, each interview was conducted over one hour and a half to ensure 

there was sufficient time to pose questions in different ways, in order to check whether the 

given answers were consistent. Finally, in between the interviews, the data was critically 

studied to discern how questions were received and what questions were most useful in 

answering the research question (Bernard, 2006). 

 

3.6 Research ethics 

Prior to the interview, course leaders received an e-mail with information and an 

informed consent letter (see Appendix C). They were asked to return the letter signed before 

the start of the interview. Since researcher and participant had never met until the interview, 

the e-mail was meant to inform the course leaders about the research, as well as to gain their 

trust so that they would be willing to participate in the research. The invitation e-mail can be 

found in Appendix B.  
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In the e-mail, too, the medium that was to be used for the interviews was mentioned, 

i.e. Skype. When using a digital conversation tool, it is possible for technical issues to arise 

(LoLacono, Symonds & Brown, 2016). This indeed happened during a vital moment of the 

conversation with Course leader 4, and some of the data was lost. To prevent burdening 

course leaders with checking their interviews afterwards, it was agreed upon with the 

participants that if technical issues arose, informants would start recording the interview 

themselves. While this was a necessary procedure, it renders guaranteeing the complete 

safety of recordings more difficult. Despite the fact that the researcher stored the data in a 

protected environment, there might be other copies present among the interviewed course 

leaders, which they might store in vulnerable places. 

 When it comes to safeguarding confidentiality while collecting data, one of the 

advantages of conducting remote interviews is that these often take place in participants’ own 

homes. One the one hand, this could promote a confidential experience among the 

participants as it may limit their exposure. On the other hand, as Lo Lacono, Symonds & 

Brown (2016) point out: 

 

(...) it can also have a downside, in that the researcher lacks control over the 

participants’ physical environment during online interviews, which has implications 

for confidentiality. The volunteer will often choose her/his own environment and this 

might sometimes be someone’s bedroom or other personal space, or a public space. 

(p. 17) 

 

Both the sense of privacy among participants as well as small interruptions that are difficult 

to prevent during remote interviewing were witnessed during data collection. When it comes 

to the confidentiality of processing the data, the names of the course leaders were 

anonymized and each course leader is only referred to with a number and the appropriate 

personal pronoun (he/she). This is opted for in order to safeguard as much of the participants’ 

personal information as possible and to simultaneously emphasize their role in the 

confirmation as course leaders. 
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IV | Results 

 

4.1 Confirmation as a first big life choice 

Within Norway, there are two major types of confirmations adolescents can choose 

from: a Christian and a humanist confirmation. Most of the course leaders believe that the 

confirmands’ decision to engage in any confirmation at all may be driven by a variety of 

motivations. One possibility is that confirmands are hoping to receive external rewards, such 

as gifts or bringing two sides of the family together during the celebration. As Course leader 

1 explains: 

 

I asked them what the motivation was and 90% said the money. Because at the end of 

the course, then all the families and the guests gather. [And the confirmands get] a lot 

of presents and most of it is money. 

 

Some course leaders believe that the confirmands’ decision could also be more of an 

automatic choice to join a confirmation. After all, confirmation is a well-established tradition 

in Norway—it is a part of conversations and social life and therefore difficult to bypass. 

Course leader 9 elaborates on this view by stating: 

 

The confirmation tradition is so strong in Norway. So most or the majority of the 

youth, they feel somewhat an obligation to do it. And it just comes naturally, you have 

to go and do confirmation. And a lot of parents will just take it as: “That is the year 

you do confirmation, right? 

 

However, most course leaders agree that what all confirmands generally have in common, is 

that confirmation is often regarded as their first big choice in life. Confirmands have to 

choose whether or not to do their confirmation at a time when they approach one of the big 

crossroads of their lives: choosing their future upper secondary education. Course leader 2 

elaborates on this crossroad by saying: 

 

They start with choosing which kind of confirmation they want and then they choose 

which school to go to. And it is for them a real big decision to choose a confirmation, 

because [at that moment] it is the most important thing in their lives. And I think it is 
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a way to say that you, you have to start now making your own decision in life. Which 

direction do you want your life to take? It is not that they are on their own and their 

parents do not care anymore. But it’s their choice. 

 

Thus, course leaders believe that for confirmands, the process of choosing a confirmation can 

be regarded as embarking on a path towards becoming your own person. 

 In this way, the introduction of the humanist confirmation has expanded the two 

traditional choices for confirmation. Aside from choosing whether or not to attend a religious 

confirmation, there is now a third option: enrolling in a humanist confirmation, a place where 

confirmands are said to explore their non-religious beliefs in life. Course leader 3 describes 

what effect this added option has on confirmands’ decisions: 

 

[In Norway,] a confirmation is the norm. The Christian one is the most normal one. 

(...) But now it has become like a tradition. That is just what everybody does. And I 

think when it is humanistic, that it is that they get to feel like, oh we are doing like 

everyone else. I am part of a tradition. 

 

Therefore, multiple course leaders believe that the emergence of humanist confirmation has 

made the choice to attend a confirmation a much more intentional and active procedure. They 

explain that this is even the case for children of humanist members. Among them, humanist 

confirmation is sometimes seen as a way to emphasize their identity as humanists, similar to 

their parents. Course leader 1 elaborates on this by saying: 

 

[For me and some of my confirmands] (...) taking the Christian way was not, it was 

just out of the picture since birth. So, for some people it may not be a choice, but you 

still have to say it to your parents. I want this or that. 

 

Thus, as a result of the different options regarding confirmation nowadays, Norwegian 

adolescents are asked to explicitly voice which worldview they prefer to adhere to. Various 

course leaders believe this can be a particularly significant event for the ones choosing the 

humanist confirmation. As Course leader 2 argues:  

 

I think for people who chose to do the humanist confirmation, it is like: “I chose 

differently. I did not choose the traditional way, I chose another. I made an active 
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choice. (…) I did take a stand for something.” And a lot of the confirmands I have 

been course leader for, some of them have chosen it because their parents are actively 

in humanist society. And some have chosen it because: “I want to be a confirmand, 

but I do not believe in God. So, I cannot do it in church. So, I come here.” 

 

This indicates that not all confirmands choosing to participate in a humanist confirmation 

have specific affiliations with humanist society.  

 In fact, a humanist confirmation is sometimes used by individuals as a dismissal of 

religious worldviews or family expectations. Course leader 7 explains that a humanist 

confirmation thus could be a welcoming place for:  

 

(...) those people who either want to go against their family or who just do not want to 

get confirmed Christian, but they still want a celebration, or they want to join in on 

the ritual because they still feel like it should be marked for them. I’d say that most 

students that come to us are amongst that group. And it is because we haven’t really 

branded the confirmation as being only for people who believe in humanist 

foundation. We have instead framed it as the same alternative, we are going to talk 

about humanism, but you do not have to believe in it. 

 

That confirmands seem to think of a humanist course as a ritual that is open to everyone, even 

religious confirmands, is underlined by multiple course leaders. Course leader 2 elaborates on 

this by mentioning an example:  

 

I do know we have had confirmands that have had parents from two different 

religions, where they can’t decide on which type of confirmation to choose. So, they 

choose it [the humanist confirmation] because it’s more neutral. I know one year I had 

a kid of whom one of his parents were Protestant and the other was Catholic. And to 

just like diffuse that whole situation, he chose the humanist confirmation. Because 

that was the most important for him, to be a confirmand. But the parents couldn’t 

decide. 

 

Additionally, several course leaders share they have also had confirmands with religious 

backgrounds other than Christianity joining their course: Judaism and Islam. Especially in the 



40 

 

 

multicultural area of Trondheim, this is not uncommon. Course leader 9 elaborates on the 

motivation of these confirmands to join their confirmation by saying:  

 

I’ve had, for example, a couple of Muslims in my courses, and we’re open about it. 

(....) You know, there are expectations that you do confirmation. Their friends are 

doing confirmation. But they do not want to do Christian confirmation. So they feel 

like, “Okay, you are allowed to do a humanist confirmation even though you are a 

Muslim or a Christian”, so they feel okay. “We are at home here so we can ask, we 

can stay there.” 

 

Thus, a humanist confirmation is sometimes considered a possibility for taking a neutral 

stance between different religions, where various ideas about life can be explored and tested. 

That this freedom of testing out different possibilities does not end after choosing to attend a 

humanist confirmation is emphasized by Course leader 10:  

 

And we have also had a Christian confirmand, whose father is a priest here in 

Norway. And he was in the humanist [confirmation].  But he said during, in the 

middle or nearly at the end: “This is a no. My whole life I have been taught that there 

is a God. So this is very weird for me. I think I want to get out of this class and maybe 

get a Christian confirmation.” But then I think he took his own stance on what he 

believed was right. And that’s kind of the thing we’re doing here. We want them to 

think about “What do I believe in?”. If it is not believing in anything, if it is a belief in 

the human, if it is a belief in God. That’s kind of their own choice. As humanists, 

were thinking about the people in the center and not everything else around them. So 

if they can find themselves in these classes and see that: “Okay, I think it was 

Christian after all”, then I don’t think we have failed. I think we just made a human 

being make his own decision. So I think that’s a very positive thing. 

 

All in all, choosing a confirmation seems to be driven by the desire to join a ritual of 

confirmation on the one hand. On the other, it appears to be partly influenced by 

confirmands’ outlook on life and their worldview experiences.   
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4.2 Exploring humanist beliefs in the course  

Part of each confirmation is a course that confirmands are obligated to attend. Most 

course leaders express that at first sight, the Christian and humanist courses appear to be 

organized quite similarly. For instance, both confirmations are said to prioritize the 

confirmands getting to know each other better, as well learning more about themselves and 

their own beliefs in life. As Course leader 9 elaborates: 

 

I believe that the “why”, as to why we have a humanist confirmation in the first place 

or any type of confirmation—it also goes for the Christian confirmation in my 

opinion—is to help the individual mature their thoughts. To bring philosophy and 

self-reflection about values and what they consider important in society and in their 

lives. 

 

Multiple course leaders explain that this exploration is essential, as we gain the majority of 

our beliefs in life from our social environment. At times, we have never really thought about 

why we believe the things we believe. As Course leader 4 expresses: 

 

Your main caretakers will always shape the way you live your life and I think this is 

when you can break free from that. That is why one says that teenagers “rebel”, it is 

mostly just wanting to break out of your parents shadow and figure yourself out. And 

it’s not terrible, but it shapes you a lot. 

 

In this way, the confirmation course can also serve as a place where confirmands are 

temporarily separated from the views and opinions of their social environment. The majority 

of course leaders describes that this allows confirmands to freely meet new people and 

explore new subjects. Course leader 7 elaborates on this process: 

 

(...) they get new friends and they get to know lots of new people. And at that age lots 

of teens don’t really, they don’t have the largest social arenas because they haven’t 

started high school yet. And they’re not at that point. So being able to get to know 

more people, especially those who also chose humanist confirmation, means that 

they’re able to discuss humanist beliefs with someone who believes in it.  
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So, within this process of exploration, most course leaders believe that a humanist course can 

function as a space for confirmands to gradually formulate their major and minor questions in 

life. Course leader 2 discusses this point more extensively: 

 

It’s like a start for them to start thinking about these topics. And I, like, never expect 

them to have this big realization about their own lives or anything. But it’s trying to 

give them some tools that they can use later in life. How to discuss their views and 

then experience that it is okay to change your mind. 

 

The way in which these explorations are shaped is said to be partially directed by the type of 

worldview that organizes the confirmation. For instance, the majority of course leaders 

believe that each worldview brings a different content and aim to a course. As Course leader 

6 states:  

 

According to the Christian definition, [confirmation] is that you kind of confirm the 

promise your parents made when you were baptized. That is like the confirmare part 

of confirmation. In our interpretation, it is to strengthen or harden something. In 

essence, we are trying to prepare youth for adulthood, for being grown-ups 

functioning in a modern society. And just trying to make them into decent-thinking, 

independent human beings. 

 

In this way, each worldview is believed to have a different perspective on what it means to 

confirm in their confirmation. Therefore, we should ask: what does it mean to confirm in a 

humanistic way?   

 To begin with, most course leaders explain that humanism as a worldview puts the 

human being in the center of life, meaning they believe that humans are able to create a 

meaningful life on their own. Course leader 5 explains how she introduces this concept to her 

confirmands: 

 

I started with saying that humanism is a way of seeing life as a religion, a religious 

view. But it can also be a philosophy. You can be both a human philosopher and a 

Christian or a Muslim or Jewish or whatever. (...) Then I go through the pillars of 

religious humanism, which would be there is no God. We live because we know 

we’re going to die. Which I think is a really nice sentence, like the reason we live is 
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because we know that our time is limited. And after we die, there’s nothing, so why 

postpone having fun or doing what you want to do? 

 

To this perspective, many course leaders add a third pillar of religious humanism, which 

suggests that life in itself is meaningless. This is to say that within humanism, there is no pre-

decided higher purpose in life. Course leader 4 elaborates on this idea: 

 

Part of the pillars of humanism is that there is no meaning to anything. There’s no 

bigger plan. And that sounds kind of sad, but actually, it’s very freeing because it 

means that you can do whatever you want to do and there is nothing. There’s not 

going to be anything standing in your way, there is no meaning. (...) You don’t have 

to abide by the plan. You can just do whatever. So that’s where I try to focus on when 

introducing humanism to them, that really it means that you are free to do what you 

want to do. And all you have to do is believe in yourself and believe in others.  

 

Multiple course leaders let confirmands experiment with this idea of formulating your own 

meaning in life, by asking them to first define what humanism means to them before 

presenting them with the official definition of the organization. As Course leader 11 explains: 

 

I usually like to make the students create the definition of humanism. So, for example, 

with the exercise with the planets, if I take that further and discuss: “What morals 

exist here? What morals would you want to exist here? And what is right or wrong 

here? And what’s the basis for that thought process? For example, if there are two 

humans on this planet that just met, what are the values? What drives the values that 

create moral here?” And that really ends up being humanism, in a way. And it’s 

defined like the belief in humans and our abilities, and how we not only can work 

things out together, but we have too. And that we don’t need any other entity to create 

a good life. And we don’t need any other entity to explain things to us. It’s okay, it’s 

okay... A huge part of humanism is also the knowledge that it’s okay to not know 

something. You don’t have to fill that space or that void with something else that is 

not human or not humanist. 

 

Thus, since humanism believes that there is no God to create meaning for us, humans 

themselves are not only able but also expected to create their own meanings in life.  
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However, many course leaders do emphasize that this belief in meaninglessness can also 

generate a lot of uncertainty among the confirmands. Some course leaders emphasize that 

particularly the topic of death without an afterlife is sometimes considered as morbid and 

daunting by the confirmands. As Course leader 2 says: 

 

I have had some groups where the kids were kind of like, responding poorly to talking 

about death. They were not scared, but they didn’t like talking about that. And I 

understand that because they are very young and I think it’s difficult for them to 

accept death as a part of life. (...) But there’s a video on YouTube which the Youth 

Society of HEF has made which is called “Before I die”—in Norwegian: “Fill I die”. 

And they talk about things like, what do I want to do before I die? And I think we 

talked a lot about that, but life is now.  

 

Thus, instead of approaching this idea of a linear death as one big existential question, such 

as “Why am I here?” and “Where am I going after I die?”, most course leaders choose to 

focus on teaching confirmands to learn how to live with this uncertainty in a positive way. As 

Course leader 3 elaborates: 

 

There’s a story about the humanist group in Norway that they made a book—or not a 

book, but they wrote down what was important to them, and then they burned it. And 

it wasn’t because they were unhappy with it, but jut because they said that nothing is 

decided, and you have to find out everything for yourself. And I thought that was 

really interesting. And they admitted: We don’t know everything. Everything can be 

changed. I think there’s a lot of things that you think about in Christianity, that there 

are so many things that you don’t agree with. But you learn that this is just the truth. 

This is how it is like about homosexuality and how they look at women. And then it 

can ... that never changes. But in humanism, everything changes all the time because 

we learn things. And I thought that was really cool. So I tried to explain that in the 

course. 

 

Hence, various course leaders emphasize that within humanism, it is okay to not know 

everything and to gradually figure out what makes you happy in life. Consequently, 

throughout the course a great deal of attention is given to the major and minor things that 

currently bring meaning and purpose to the life of confirmands. As Course leader 9 describes: 
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“What’s the meaning in life?” is one of my favorite questions. We use it a lot of times 

in the course, try to look at it from different aspects. You know, “Is there a meaning to 

life? If there is, do we create it individually? Do we create it as a collective?” And, 

what’s important in their lives? And why are these things important? And do they 

have any, even though they’re important, do they have any higher value? For 

example, you know, their phones or their games or whatever that can be very 

important, but do they have a higher value for them, do their boyfriends have a higher 

value to them, does this relationship mean more than material things? And when we 

for example discuss that the material things mean more than relationships, I usually 

have a debate called “Can you buy happiness?” where we try to see to what extent 

money can influence happiness. 

 

All in all, humanism presents confirmands with the freedom to explore their own beliefs in 

life and to find out how they themselves like to react to life’s challenges.   

 Nevertheless, many course leaders do emphasize that when exploring your own 

meanings, it is essential to keep in mind that as a human, you are never standing on your own. 

Therefore, humanists believe that by living in a world without God, humans are the ones that 

are expected to take responsibility for themselves and for the world around them. Course 

leader 8 explains more on this topic by discussing the way he introduces humanism:  

 

I usually say that it’s a way of looking at the world and of looking at life. And it’s 

about believing in humans and that every person has value, that all humans have 

human value, and that you can’t take that away from them. And that it’s not believing 

in God or anything like God that gives humans value. But humans have value in 

themselves, just by being humans. And therefore they should also have rights. And 

that’s how human rights are kind of connected to humanism.  

 

To emphasize the importance of this connection between humanism and human rights, the 

majority of course leaders states that they create many games and critical exercises around 

this topic. The goal is to make confirmands experience how humans themselves have the 

ability to shape the world around them. Course leader 3 describes such a game: 

 

We have this game that’s called the world game. And we put all the kids in different 

countries. And then it’s Norway and Japan, because they are first world countries. 
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And in those countries, they always get Marimekko tables and then they get better 

chairs and better tables and maybe some snacks. (...) They’re supposed to make 

money out of paper. And we put a lot of things like scissors and pens and stuff like 

that, but no resources. And then we make a lot of second- and third-world countries 

and they get all the resources but nothing to do with them. And there is one counselor 

that plays the bank and one counselor that plays IMF3, which is supposed to be unfair. 

And Norway and Japan are supposed to win. The second- and third-world countries 

are supposed to lose because Norway is supposed to get, they are supposed to trade 

their resources and take from the poor countries, because that’s the way of the world 

now. And that’s what Norway does. And a lot of the kids get really angry because it’s 

so unfair and also Norway gets a lot of oil and finds a little oil and they get a lot of 

money through that. And every time Norway gets oil, they’re always like natural 

disasters that happen in poor countries. And then we take their chairs or we spill water 

on them, or something like that. And in that way we show them that it’s unfair that 

often people have to work extra hard and be extra smart. That they don’t often get to 

the same place as people in Norway. And as a way of showing them we are really 

lucky and really privileged to live here and to have all the things that we have. We 

have to appreciate it and also learn to share and to remember that everyone has the 

same value. And it was also just a fun game. 

 

In this way, the games are said to help confirmands reflect on other people, their situations 

and those of their own.  

 Additionally, many course leaders believe that these games can help confirmands 

consider how the things they strive for in life will impact themselves and other humans 

around them. Course leader 9 elaborates on this: 

 

And just to make an example, if your mind is towards: “This will benefit the whole of 

humanity”, it will model your way of thinking differently than it would model when 

you think “This should benefit my family”. So if you are setting family values on top, 

right, you think that whatever you do should benefit your family. Because if you think 

that the goal in life is to protect and provide for your close family, then you could take 

 
3 The IMF is the International Monetary Fund, an organization that helps to promote financial equality, stability 

and reduce poverty in the world (IMF, 2021). 
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a lot of work, a lot of jobs that are negatively impacting the whole human race, but it 

would be very beneficial for your family, your own prospects. 

 

However, most course leaders emphasize as well that this doesn’t mean that there are any 

good or bad answers to give. They just want confirmands to learn how to formulate their own 

beliefs and goals in life and to discuss their choices. Course leader 9 continues to further 

elaborates on this: 

 

[The confirmands] would have these [humanist beliefs] in the back of their head when 

they’re doing the reflecting. But it doesn’t mean that they have to, it doesn’t mean that 

the question would in any way automatically be pointing toward that, “Oh, it needs 

to… It needs to be good for all humans.” Of course not. And a lot of times they won’t 

say that, they will say "No, we need to take egoistic self-concerned choices because  

self-preservation is important for us etc.” But just learning about it, just knowing 

about that way of thinking would impact at least their possibility to think broader 

about the choices they make, right?  

 

Thus, this attention within humanism for human rights and critical thinking is said to help 

confirmands thinking about how their own meaning in life will impact themselves and the 

people around them.  

Returning to our previous question of what it means to be a confirmand in a humanist 

way, the majority of course leaders explains that humanism calls upon confirmands to start 

creating their own meaning in life. Hence, we could say that humanist beliefs are not 

continuously on the foreground, but are often in the back of the mind during the course 

gatherings. Course leader 5 summarizes how humanism returns as a frame of reference: 

 

Not explicitly, like “This is a humanist issue”, I will not say that. But it is more like 

the general theme of the entire course. Like every single night, the entire theme is 

human. So it is more than anything else. What makes us human? And what are some 

subjects that we should be interested in or are interested in?  

 

Thus, in the end, course leaders believe that confirming in a humanist way means that it is up 

to the confirmands to decide which beliefs and moral guidelines from the course they take 
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with them and how to apply them to their lives. 

 

4.3 Confirming in a human-centered ceremony 

As has been pointed out in the previous paragraph, course leaders believe the course 

challenges confirmands to question and discuss their own beliefs and those of others. 

Therefore, when comparing the course to the ceremony, the course is regarded by most 

course leaders as the actual confirmation. Course leader 5 elaborates on what she believes the 

ceremony adds to the course: 

 

The ceremony is more … the cherry on top of the sundae, I think. So the 

transformation they are going through would be from the very first night to the night 

before the ceremony, like the last course night. And then the ceremony is just 

celebrating more than anything. But of course, for a lot of grandparents, it’s “Oh 

you’re a man now, congratulations”.  

 

Considering that the ceremony is the most visible part of the confirmation, family and friends 

of the confirmands consider it to be the actual confirmation. Therefore, many course leaders 

argue it is important to finalize the course by offering this humanist ceremony. Course leader 

6 shares his thoughts on the ceremony: 

 

It’s a big moment for them, where they are ... It’s sort of the acknowledgment of what 

they’ve been through, that they’ve been through this together, that they have been 

able to take these challenges from their course leader, discuss difficult subjects. Also 

growing as humans, or at least we hope they do. “Ceremoniously” is the word in 

English. It’s important to mark the end of a process and they started this process with 

us and the ceremony is sort of the conclusion to that process.  

 

This successful completion of the course is not linked to any test. The most important thing 

of the humanist confirmation, as many course leaders believe, is that the confirmands have 

been part of a discussion. This should be acknowledged by putting the confirmands in the 

spotlight. As Course leader 2 elaborates:  

 

I like to think about it as a nice way for them to, for one day, be the main person in 

their own lives and in their family’s lives. Because no matter what, if you have a lot 
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of siblings, if you have no siblings, if you have maybe someone in your family that is 

over a long period of time, there are a lot of things that can make kids feel like they 

are not at the center of attention. But for that one day, they are the center of attention 

in their family’s lives. And I think that has value, to show them that you can be the 

center of attention. You can be… Maybe you’re not everyday, but today you are. And 

I think that it’s important for the kids, to experience being the sun, being at the center 

stage, even if they like it or not. Just like, this is how it feels to be at the center of 

attention.  

 

In this sense, the ceremony is considered to be a chance for the confirmands to experience 

how it feels to be valuable for no other reason than being human. During the ceremony, this 

is done by directing the attention towards the confirmands and their experiences of the 

previous weeks, by using symbolic actions, speeches and gifts. 

For confirmands, the ceremony begins by waiting backstage until the rest of the 

audience is seated. This allows all of the confirmands to enter the ceremony simultaneously. 

Course leader 1 describes the influence of this part of the ceremony on the confirmands:  

 

They’re standing backstage because they’re going to walk out on the stage together 

with the other groups. And you can see like the shift in personality, where their 

nervous side really shines through, and before they want to practice with me. I pretend 

to give them their diploma and I shake their hands, and they’re standing, they are so 

nervous and it’s so fun in itself, it means something to them being on stage. And it’s 

probably terrifying for some of them. But it’s a nice way to end. To have an hour with 

them, where they can just relax. In the sense of where they don’t have to speak their 

opinion and debate (...).   

 

For many confirmands, the preparation for this day already starts months before the actual 

ceremonial date, namely when they go to fit their bunad4. A bunad is the Norwegian 

traditional clothing worn at national holidays and during important life events. Most course 

leaders explain that many confirmands receive their own bunad on their confirmation day. As 

Course leader 10 explains: 

 
4 In several interviews came forward that a bunad is a traditional male or female piece of clothing that is made 

of wool, linen and embroidery. Bunads exist in different colours and shapes, which symbolise different local ties 

within Norway. Sometimes, they are passed on from generation to generation.  
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That is their very first time they get to wear their bunad, because then they are young 

adults. And that’s kind of been the tradition in Norway for as long as I can remember. 

It’s always been that way. When you are confirmed and when you’re done, then you 

have your bunad. 

 

Multiple course leaders emphasize that it is not just the confirmands that dress up for this 

special occasion. The family members and friends of the confirmands, too, can choose to 

wear their bunads. It is argued that this brings a special atmosphere to the ceremony. As 

Course leader 7 elaborates: 

 

So immediately when someone sees someone else wearing a bunad, they have a 

common topic to discuss. And every time when you get to the ceremonies, the first 

thing the people, the confirmands, discuss is: where is your bunad from? Because 

everyone already knows something in general about bunads. So then they can ask 

[each other] about that. And one person gets to explain and they feel really pretty 

because they’re asked about their bunad. And at the same time, everyone else feels 

like they get to know more about Norway and more about this person. So it just brings 

[a sense of] community to the group as a whole at once. 

 

These days, usually only the girls receive a bunad for their confirmation, as the boys are still 

growing and the clothing is expensive to make. Confirmands not wearing a bunad are often 

dressed in nice dresses or suits. That way, they, too, will stand out on this special day.   

 The start of the ceremony is marked by the confirmands entering in a silent march. At 

this moment, the audience is already seated to be able to watch the confirmands come in. 

Several course leaders explain that this set-up ensures that the attention is immediately drawn 

towards the confirmands. During the rest of the ceremony, the confirmands are literally 

seated at the center of the stage, as their main role is to be seen and celebrated. As Course 

leader 4 explains: 

 

Well, we walk out on stage to this really slow song. I’m first and they walk behind me 

like little duckies and we walk out and stand in front of our chairs, there are gonna be 

rows of chairs. When the song ends and everyone is placed in front of their chair, we 

will get a nod from the ceremony leader and each of us sit down.  
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In most cases, the stage itself is well-lit, decorated with flowers and has some kind of banner 

displaying the humanist symbol. Additionally, there might be musicians on the stage 

performing songs that are meaningful to the confirmands. In some places, several 

confirmands—on behalf of the others—will perform something during the ceremony. Course 

leader 1 elaborates on this contribution:  

 

It’s very nice because it makes a difference in each ceremony, so that they don’t look 

the same. Because it’s the same song, same choir and same orchestra. It’s nice they 

make it their own by contributing something. So if they want to dance or sing or read 

a poem or write a speech, they can.  

 

Multiple course leaders express that this performance enables confirmands to share their own 

experiences of the course and to elaborate on their outlooks on life. Course leader 8 describes 

what type of thoughts confirmands tend to share: 

 

So one or two of them will give a speech and share what confirmation means to them. 

What growing up is, and sometimes they’ll just talk about what matters to them. 

Many of them talk about the environment, saving the planet, that kind of thing. Like, 

the challenges that their generation is facing.  

 

What confirmands want to perform is for them to decide. Nevertheless, multiple course 

leaders do emphasize that the confirmands’ performances should not contradict the general 

message of a humanist confirmation.  

In addition to the performances of the confirmands, each ceremony includes a 

principal speech that is directed towards the confirmands and underlines this special period in 

life that confirmation marks. In some places, these speeches are delivered by prominent 

public figures, who can address the confirmands within their role as exemplary human 

figures. As Course leader 9 explains:  

 

To bring in someone who has a strong voice in the media or in society positively 

impacts the day, they feel positive about that. Seeing the kids being like, “Wow, he’s 

coming here. He’s talking to me and these other 14 year-old guys. Wow, how did you 

get that?” Like, you know, when the ex-Prime Minister of Norway comes and talks to 
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you and the other kids, you do feel a little bit like, “Wow, they’re taking the time to 

do that. I just saw him on the national news yesterday, right and now he’s here talking 

to me.” So I think that impacts the importance of the day and the importance of the 

ceremony in a positive way.  

 

In other places, these main speeches are delivered by the course leaders themselves. One 

mentioned benefit of this set-up is that course leaders are able to create a far more personal 

speech compared to public figures. After all, the course leaders can address the personal 

experiences of the confirmands during the course more extensively. Ultimately, both types of 

speeches are equally valued. What the two have in common is their function. As Course 

leader 7 elaborates:  

 

And as most speeches, I would say, point out, they have now passed this ritual. Like, 

it’s kind of our sending away, we think you’re prepared to face most things. We don’t 

think you’re prepared to do everything you can do, but we think you are prepared to 

make any decision you need to take and that you’re able to reflect on it and do the 

best you can do. And that’s what’s most important. So it’s sort of a send-away for the 

confirmands where they’re like “Okay, but if my course leader believes in me now, 

I’m done with this. Now I need to make an effort to see my new friends. And now I 

get to celebrate lots.” 

 

In this way, the speeches can be seen as a last reflection on what has been done the previous 

weeks and as a confirmation of their readiness to face the near future. In Table 2, two 

examples are presented on how such a humanist send-away can look like. 
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Note. The data of this table has been derived from the three ceremonial speeches that have 

been analyzed. Interestingly enough, all speeches—despite being delivered by different 

course leaders—conveyed similar contents or messages. 

 

After the speeches, the confirmands are called forward by their full names to collect 

their diplomas, signed by their course leaders. According to the course leaders, to some 

confirmands the diploma simply represents a fond memory of their participation in the 

course. To others, it symbolizes the end of the confirmation and the moment when their 
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family can come to the front to take pictures and capture this special moment. As Course 

leader 11 explains: 

 

 I think the strongest connection is that in the ceremony, they receive their diploma  

and sort of a flower from the course leader. And that’s a really nice moment. I  

remember it from when I was the course leader myself, that you have been through 

this time with them and spoken about important issues and you spend a lot of time 

together. So that’s sort of the strongest moment where you tie it all together. It’s 

celebration of now that time has passed. 

 

After this moment, the confirmands are put in the spotlight once again when walking out of 

the room. This time, they are said to receive a standing ovation from the audience, 

symbolizing the end of their confirmation. After this final part of the public ceremony, most 

confirmands will return home to continue celebrating. Course leader 2 elaborates on this 

celebration at home by stating:  

 

 I think that for the families, the party afterwards is really important, for most of them.  

 Because they have this ceremony for about an hour and here all of the confirmands  

 are at the center stage. But when they get home or wherever they go, their confirmand  

 is the one that is at the center stage. And it’s common for the parents or someone  

 close to give a speech at the party afterwards. So they just continue the celebration  

of their kid. 

 

Many course leaders emphasize that the party at home is the moment when the more personal 

celebration starts. Usually, many family members and friends are present and the 

confirmands will receive valuable gifts. Course leader 1 elaborates on this moment as 

follows: 

 

 I think gifts are traditional. My sisters also did confirmation just as I did. And they got  

 more spoons and like silverware. Well, I got a camera and money and a trip to Cuba.  

 (...) They also got to go to Africa.  

 

Most course leaders agree that nowadays, gifts seem to mainly revolve around the 

opportunity to acquire new experiences, invest in hobbies or save money in order to achieve 
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big dreams. 

 Altogether, the majority of course leaders refer to the humanist confirmation as a 

highly ritualized, grand and formal ceremony. They believe it is a greatly appreciated part of 

the humanist confirmation. As Course leader 10 explains:  

 

 [In church] you also have to kneel at the altar for God, when you are getting  

 confirmed, and it’s not such a highly ceremony in the church as it is in the humanist  

 confirmation. We have had families that have talked to us afterwards and said: “Oh,  

my god, this ceremony is really one of the nicest I’ve been to from anyone, anywhere  

 at any time.” In the churches obviously they preach about how God made water into  

 wine and how he made bread. And here it’s the kids that shine as being these young  

 adults.  

 

That the ceremonies are well-appreciated by most confirmands and their families is explained 

by Course leader 2, who elaborates on the impact of postponing them due to covid-19:  

 

 I do not think I understood before now how big of a deal this was. Because the  

parents they are calling us and asking: “What is going to happen?” and the 

confirmands are: “Oh, we are not going to be confirmands anymore?” And they are so 

sad about it. And I am: “Oh my god this is really important to people”. And I am not 

sure why it is so important. I think a lot of it is because of tradition. But it is a really 

strong tradition in Norway. 

 

Some course leaders are even referring to confirmation as the most important life ceremony 

of all. They argue that it is the only one of the big life passages—i.e. birth, coming of age, 

marriage and death—that an individual can personally decide to participate in. Hence, 

confirmation can thus be considered a celebration of individuals that have voluntarily chosen 

to mark a once-in-a-lifetime event: coming of age. 

 

4.4 Being or becoming an adult after confirmation 

According to the majority of course leaders, confirmation has held an important 

position within Norwegian society for centuries. Course leader 4 mentions that the traditional 

purpose of confirmation is captured within the following Norwegian proverb: Når du 

konfirmeres skal du tre inn i de voksnes rekker (When you are confirmed, you step into the 
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ranks of the adult). In the past—as several course leaders explain—before completing 

confirmation, confirmands were seen as children, subject to the guidance of their parents. 

Conversely, after completing confirmation, confirmands were regarded as adults, allowed to 

pursue an adult life. Course leader 8 elaborates on what succeeding in this ritual in practice 

meant for the confirmands: 

 

 [In the ] 1800s, beginning of the 1900s, then you would usually start working once 

you were done with your confirmation. Then you were an adult, and you could go be  

a maid in the city, or you could go out on the sea and be a sailor or whatever, because  

 you were an adult. And of course you are not anymore [today]. 

 

Nowadays, confirmands are no longer expected to start working full-time or start a family 

directly after their confirmation. Despite this development, course leaders still refer to 

confirmation as a rite of passage, in a variety of ways. For instance, Course leader 2 states: 

 

   (...) a lot of religions have coined the big events in your life, they coined the right to 

         adult life and passage to adulthood. They coined marriage, funeral and death. But I 

         think, I’m not 100% sure, but I think that all of these ceremonies and all of these  

 passages have been in humanity from before today’s religions. I know in Norway 

with the Norse gods, during the Norse time and the Vikings, you had these  

 passages as well, just in different forms. And I have heard that in some cultures when  

 a girl gets her first period, they have a party, because she is now a fertile woman. She  

 is now entering adulthood. So I think it’s important for these kids also to feel “Okay,  

 now you are entering adulthood and we are having a ceremony to mark it for you to  

 be, now you are entering something new, a new stage of your life”.  

 

However, most course leaders now tend to agree that confirmation no longer marks a 

straightforward transition from child to adult. Even so, multiple course leaders share that they 

are not sure what it means to be an adult themselves. As Course leader 1 says in her 

ceremony speech:  

 

We celebrate that you are youth today and becoming adults. It is hard to define what it  

means to be and to become an adult. I myself am 26 years old and the answer to this 

riddle, about what it means to be an adult, does not seem to be within reach, at least 
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not yet. I have a long life ahead of me to find out and so have you. And if there's 

anything I wish someone said to me when I was your age, was that we find the 

answers along the way. You don’t need to know what you want with life, and if you 

have figured it out but change your mind later, it is completely ok. "Let's live, try and 

fail," was one of the things that came to light when I asked the confirmands if they 

had anything they would like me to convey to you parents here today. I think it's nice 

to be able to talk a little on behalf of them, since it's not always easy to say out loud 

what’s in your heart. 

 

In accordance with this observation, we can ask ourselves the question: what implication does 

confirmation nowadays have for the coming of age of confirmands?  

 Course leader 1 helps us on our way when it comes to answering this question. She 

wonders how confirmation age and the timing of confirmation in the lifespan of confirmands 

currently relate to each other. She says: 

 

When you say: “They are of confirmation age”, then you know kind of how old they 

are. But it is different (...) since the meaning of its kind of has changed, because it 

doesn’t say anything about them. Okay, I know how old they are, but who they are as 

a person doesn’t come forward, like the role it has [to confirm]. 

 

The majority of course leaders also emphasizes that “confirmation age” no longer implicates 

the same as in the past; therefore, the meaning of confirmation has changed over time. 

Nevertheless, many of them do believe that the traditional age at which confirmation takes 

place is still the right moment for confirmands to mark their coming of age. As Course leader 

8 explains: 

 

I think that when you’re 14, 15 years old you are still kind of more grown-up, and 

you’re not a child anymore. And that’s kind of the symbolic passage, the ceremony is 

kind of a part of that process, the growing-up thing. 

 

Most course leaders agree with this perspective. They furthermore state that this age is a 

particularly critical time in the life of confirmands, since there are so many changes to 

process. As Course leader 9 elaborates: 
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And we know that the age they are in—14, 15—is very hard for humans. And there 

are studies that show that 14, 15 are the most difficult years in a human life on 

average. This is of course, it’s so individual right? Where you have your downfall, but 

if you just take an average, being 14, 15 is really hard, really, really, really hard. And 

to be celebrated, to be seen, to have sort of a huge ceremony with music and dance 

and people dressing up and giving you a bunch of money and all this stuff, right? 

Yeah, I think that for a person, for a lot of people, that’s important in their lives.  

 

Thus, many course leaders believe that confirmands at this age can benefit from a ceremony 

in which they are, for one day, the center of attention. This allows them to experience what it 

feels like to be the main focal point as an individual and not merely as part of a group.  

         Additionally, the majority of course leaders believes that confirmands will not only 

benefit from a ceremony, but also from a course in which these challenges and changes can 

be discussed in a safe way. As Course leader 5 explains: 

 

I think it’s really nice that it is at this moment, that is at 14 years old, since you are 

just stepping into maybe the most intense years of your life, like puberty and making 

friends. And there is probably a lot of drama and maybe you start drinking alcohol for 

the first time or having sex for the first time. A lot of these milestones are ahead of 

you. And I think it’s helpful to have thought it through, beforehand. 

 

Thus, many course leaders agree that the confirmands’ age can be seen as a critical stage of 

their lives and that it could be beneficial to offer some abstract tools for exploring and 

discussing the changes they experience. Additionally, they believe their age is a suitable 

moment to attend confirmation, as it offers the confirmands a new social arena in which to 

evaluate their own beliefs and to find peers to share their thoughts with. As Course leader 11 

explains: 

 

It is such an interesting time, since they are in a time where they’re so different. And 

that’s fascinating, some are really … You notice some of them are really still children. 

And some of them are really grown. And that is important for them to … I think that 

has a value in itself in a group setting, because obviously puberty, it is different. So, 

no, I like it the way it is now. 
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Hence, multiple course leaders emphasize that some confirmands at this stage are still 

children while others are already quite mature. Nevertheless, they believe that all 

confirmands can benefit from meeting their peers—after all, what they all have in common is 

that sooner or later, they have to deal with real questions concerning adulthood.  

 Furthermore, many course leaders explain that similar to the past, confirmands are 

expected to make major life decisions shortly after their confirmation. For instance, in the 

year after their confirmation, they are expected to choose their upper secondary school with 

their subsequent adult education in mind. As Course leader 8 explains: 

 

I think it is a good age for doing the confirmation because, as I said, they are really … 

they have not made up their mind. And they are in this conflicting time when they 

have all different kinds of thoughts and do not really understand anything, but they 

want to take responsibility for everything, and be really adult. But then they cannot 

and then they do not really want to take responsibility for anything anymore. They are 

kind of in the mid-section between being a child and being an adult. So I think it is a 

really good time to do it. Because if you would have done it when they are 18, then 

they are already too grown-up. 

 

In this sense, we can say that most course leaders believe that confirmation age nowadays 

represents being halfway on your path towards adulthood. At the same time, they believe it is 

an age at which confirmands are still open to new ideas and guidance from the persons 

around them. This is important to note, as Course leader 4 explains, since a ceremony such as 

confirmation has the ability to: 

 

(...) help you divide your life into parts and also give you a boost. Because when 

you’re at the ceremony, you feel something is happening, something important. Like, 

“This is it. I am growing up. I am going to be an adult [soon]. I have to take charge of 

my life. So you can kind of give them a life boost on the way of becoming older.” 

 

Hence, many course leaders believe that confirmation can help confirmands start figuring out 

what they want from life and where their own responsibilities lie in the process of reaching 

out for that. Course leader 1 elaborates on this by stating: 
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At 14 you can do more, without having to deal with the consequences. So maybe it’s a 

good time to have the confirmation, that is, because it demands you to think about 

your actions. And knowing that your actions have consequences. And a lot of 

confirmands do not notice. I tell them because we have a quiz about drugs and stuff. 

And I tell them like their criminal age is 15. And they were like: “What, am I 

responsible now?” So I think it could be a good time because their actions have 

consequences. And they have to know, not that we teach them. We tell them, we tell 

them, not directly but by telling them that their criminal age is 15. (...) It doesn’t tell 

them not to do anything, but it tells them like, “You are free to do what you want, but 

you are going to have to deal with the consequences because of your age”. 

 

In this sense, confirmation seems to mark a moment in life that shows that actions and 

choices in the near future are starting to have consequences and that one should consider 

them critically and carefully. Therefore, many course leaders explain that confirmation is a 

suitable moment in life to discuss life-preparing themes, such as relationships, digitalization, 

environmental issues, sexuality, drugs, and alcohol.  

 Altogether, confirmation at the traditional age still seems to be a valued means for 

marking the transition towards adulthood. In this regard, coming of age seems to be seen as a 

process of continuous shifting and the renegotiation of meaning—for society as well as 

confirmands. Course leader 11 elaborates on this idea the following way:  

 

I don’t think they really notice any difference in day-to-day responsibility when they 

become 16. It’s more like a fluidity there. And that goes actually when you’re 18 as 

well, like, you feel a lot more responsible when you’re 25 compared to when you 

were 18, even though you have exactly the same legal responsibilities. So I think it’s 

more of ... I don’t think the timing is that important in itself, to be honest. I think the 

more important part is the concept of, this time in your life between 15 and 20. This is 

when you need to start to gradually grow. 

 

In line with these changes concerning the coming of age of confirmands, many course leaders 

have started to use other phrases to indicate the more fluid transition that they believe 

confirmation currently reflects, i.e. “approaching adulthood”, “entering adulthood” or 

“becoming an adult”. Course leader 6 elaborates on this transition by stating: 
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You are not born an adult and becoming an adult has a lot to do with learning about 

yourself and about other people, and how to approach other people. How to exist in an 

adult world in an adult life. And at least to some, and we also hope that is the goal 

with this confirmation, is to give them the tools they need to sort of become 

functioning adults in our modern society. But this is not done in, like, ten course 

evenings. So, what we’re hoping is that we are starting the process giving them some 

new outlooks on life, teaching them some methods that they can apply as they 

continue to grow, hopefully, into adults. 

 

Overall, it seems that the traditional confirmation age is still considered a suitable moment 

for confirmation, since this allows for issues and events to be reviewed that are associated 

with coming of age and emerging adulthood. See Table 3 for a summarize of the above 

discussed results.  

 

Note. The data of this table has been derived from the Result section above.   
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V | Discussion  

 

Little previous research has been conducted on the topic of humanist confirmations. 

The most important source on humanist confirmations proved to be the work of Gordon-

Lennox (2017b), who provides a comparative overview on different humanist coming-of-age 

rituals in Scandinavia. In this research, an in-depth approach has been opted for by focusing 

on one humanist coming-of-age ritual, as well as on the beliefs and experiences of course 

leaders regarding humanist confirmations. Hence, the aim was to provide an extensive 

overview of what a Norwegian humanist confirmation consists of according to course leaders 

and how this event has the potential to affect the meaning-making process of confirmands 

while coming of age. This was done by means of the following research question: How do 

Norwegian humanist confirmations address adolescents’ meaning making while coming of 

age? The sections below attempt to answer this question by connecting the results to each 

other as well as to the theory. Additionally, the results are discussed in light of humanistic 

relevance. 

 

5.1 Appraising situational meaning in the course  

Based on the results previously discussed, it can be stated that humanist confirmations 

have the potential to stimulate and guide the meaning making of confirmands, both in the 

long term and short term.  

Regarding the short term, it can be concluded that a humanist confirmation 

deliberately creates circumstances in which confirmands are forced to appraise their 

situational meaning. Throughout the course, confirmands are stimulated to engage in games 

and discussions with their peers in order to reflect on what these events reveal about their 

own beliefs and goals. Every individual may experience these games and discussions 

differently. In some, these events may evoke tension, while they may have little to now 

impact on others. As Park (2006) explains, events may create tensions in people for many 

different reasons. For instance, humanism’s idea of a linear death and having no higher 

purpose is considered as a disruptive topic by some confirmands, while this idea might 

positively stimulate others to live their life to fullest. Therefore, course leaders believe that 

confirmands can potentially benefit from hearing the perspectives of other confirmands, who 

might have a different sense of matter and comprehensibility regarding certain events during 

humanist confirmations (George and Parks, 2016).   
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 Furthermore, as course leaders explain, confirmands are at an age where they start to 

develop greater responsibility for their own meanings in life. Therefore, it is crucial to 

stimulate them to contemplate potential events from their own perspective. In order to do so, 

confirmands are asked to explore a variety of topics in games and discussions. The topics that 

were mentioned during the interviews are human rights, critical thinking, and other kinds of 

life-preparing topics, such as relationships and sexuality, drugs, work, money, environmental 

issues and digitalization. Some of these topics share resemblances with Arnett's (2000) three 

domains of identity exploration (i.e. love, work and worldviews) as well as the identified risk 

behaviors during adolescence and emerging adulthood.  

Regarding these topics, course leaders state that confirmands should consider them as 

real or viable parts of life. Nevertheless, they should also properly weigh these experiences in 

relation to their own beliefs and goals. This view seems to correspond with Taves’s (2018) 

idea that meaning making is not only triggered by disruptive events, but can be stimulated as 

well by consciously choosing to act in accordance to one’s global goals during certain events. 

Examples of such choices are the deliberate decision of some confirmands to join a humanist 

event to demonstrate their identity as a humanist, or the decision of people from other 

religious backgrounds to participate to demonstrate they are actually part of society and thus 

Norwegian citizens. 

 Altogether, it can be argued that both Park’s (2010) and Taves’s (2018) 

interpretations of situational meaning are visible in the humanist confirmation: Park’s view of 

situational meaning being a disruptive event and Taves’s view of situational meaning being a 

consciously chosen encounter with one’s own worldview.  

 

5.2 Informing the global meaning system 

When it comes to guiding meaning making in the long term, this research shows that 

humanist confirmations introduce the worldview of humanism as a frame of reference, 

subsequently using it during all other course evenings. Taves (2018) believes that a 

worldview may inform people’s global meaning system by providing worldview-related 

answers regarding a person’s global beliefs and goals. Indeed, as has been outlined in the 

Results section, the humanist worldview is employed to provide the confirmands with such 

answers. Course leaders specifically mention discussing that no God exists to create meaning 

for humans. Therefore, there is no meaning or higher purpose in life to abide by. However, 

course leaders also nuance this perspective by explaining that there are people who are both 
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humanist and religious, and that the most important thing is that humanists believe in humans 

first.  

 In addition, besides introducing this humanist reality, attention is paid to Taves’s 

(2018) global goals in a different way: by means of the human condition, goal and path. This 

seems logical, as a person’s global goals, as well as their subjective sense of purpose that 

derives from them, are considered to be the part of the global meaning system that is focused 

on future meaning making (Damon, Menon & Bronk; 2003; George & Park, 2016; Park, 

Curries, Harris, Slattery, 2017). In the Results section, it is noted that when introducing 

humanism, the human condition is presented as a moral view stating humans have the 

capacity and the task to make meaning of their own lives. 

Moreover, when introducing the humanist worldview, there does seem to be an 

overarching humanist goal which confirmands are asked to explore, namely embracing the 

idea that all humans are valuable and thus deserve to be treated well. This view correlates 

with Derkx and Laceulle’s (2015) idea that humanists believe that all humans should be free 

from any discrimination, simply because they exist and are thus to be treated with human 

dignity. Logically, when scanning the results of this research, the humanist answer to 

achieving this goal seems to be found on the path of critical thinking and human rights. This 

path, too, appears in the way in which confirmands are actively stimulated through games and 

discussion to critically explore their own meanings with regard to human value, human rights 

and life in general. Altogether, when introducing humanism, the main message seems to be 

that confirmands—simply because they are humans—have both the permission and task to 

discover their own meaningful answers in life. There is no higher authority to answer to, 

including the humanist worldview.  

 Regarding the development of the global meaning system, it can thus be concluded 

that Taves’s (2018) alterations helped determine in which area of the global meaning system 

the humanist worldview has the capacity to inform the confirmands. 

 

5.3 Enacting humanist meaning making  

When it comes to the ceremony in particular, meaning making appears to be 

addressed in multiple ways. Here, too, a short- and long-term distinction can be made.  

To begin with, a humanist confirmation literally refers to strengthening humans. As 

Smart (1996) demonstrates, a worldview ritual is typically a place where participants’ 

meaning making is viewed in the light of a higher power. However, as humanism denies the 
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existence of such higher powers, humanist confirmation proves to be rather a paradox in 

itself: if there is no higher power, where are confirmands then asked to confirm in?  

As the results of this research show, humanist confirmation regards the meaning 

making of confirmands in light of their personal values and experiences instead. The 

confirmands and their experiences are empowered and for one day placed at the center of 

attention. Hence, the humanist confirmation appears to prioritize the meaning making of the 

confirmands without referring to external forces, which can be linked towards the humanist 

view on the human condition. That view entails that humans themselves are tasked with 

making meaning of their lives, since there is no God to do so for them.  

Indeed, it can be concluded that aspects of meaning making that are noticeable before 

and during the course are manifested in the ceremony, too. Therefore, a humanist 

confirmation ceremony can be seen as an occasion that has the capacity to capture, translate 

and explicate any transformation that happened earlier on in course.  

 On the one hand, the ceremony thus represents the experiences confirmands have 

gained during the course evenings. On the other, the ritual seems to be aimed at making 

confirmands experience their own coming of age more consciously. This is done in a way 

that corresponds with Grimes’s (2014) definition of ritual, i.e. it being an “embodied, 

condensed, and prescribed enactment” (p. 194). For instance, many confirmands and family 

members are wearing symbolical adult clothing. Additionally, during the ritual, the 

confirmands receive approximately one hour of the full attention of the community of adults. 

While seated on the stage, they listen to pre-orchestrated speeches that are meant to 

symbolically send them away. Additionally, they enter empty handed and leave with a 

diploma and a rose, as a representation of their transformation and consequent celebration.  

 It is important to note that even though confirmands symbolically might see to be 

initiated in adulthood in the ceremony, the course leaders do not consider the confirmands to 

be adults immediately after their confirmation yet. Nevertheless, they do regard them as 

individuals that are now capable of making at least some of their own decisions in life, in line 

with Arnett’s (2000) domain of identity exploration of emerging adulthood. This 

transformation is emphasized during the ceremony by explaining to the parents what 

initiatory activities their confirmands have completed and how they have been prepared to 

make meaning in life. In this sense, a humanist confirmation seems to be concentrated less on 

obtaining a certain belief or adult status. Instead, the focus appears to be on making 

confirmands aware of the fact that they are valuable human beings with the capability to 

critically create their own meaning in life, while coming of age. This seems to correspond 
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with the way humanism is said to be introduced in the course.  

  Hence, it can be stated that a humanist confirmation is a place where confirmands and 

their family may familiarize themselves with the global beliefs and goals of humanism, as 

well as potentially live their humanist ways of meaning making. As Geertz (1973) 

demonstrates, it is through rituals that people can portray and attain their own beliefs at the 

same time (In Mauksch, 2019). This indicates that participating in a humanist confirmation 

has, in theory, the potential to make the confirmands’ beliefs and goals more explicit. 

This may raise questions about Taves’s (2018) view on situational meaning as a lived 

worldview experience. This perspective is applicable as well, particularly to the confirmands 

that did not have explicit global beliefs in relation to humanism when choosing to attend, as 

opposed to the ones that did.  
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VI | Conclusion  

 

In this study, the ways in which humanist confirmations aim to address the meaning 

making of confirmands while coming of age has been researched. In the discussion, it has 

been outlined that there are indeed multiple ways in which this process takes place.  

Firstly, regarding the short term, meaning making is addressed by consciously 

introducing (disruptive) occasions in which confirmands can practice with appraising 

situational meaning in a humanist way. Secondly, regarding the long term, meaning making 

is addressed by introducing humanist beliefs and goals as a possible frame of reference for 

meaning making. Thirdly, both of these aspects of meaning making are tied together during 

the ceremony, when confirmands enact their journey towards becoming an adult in both a 

symbolic and a humanist way. This indicates that humanist confirmations can thus be seen as 

a tool for meaning making as well as for humanization, as confirmands are familiarized with 

the humanist goal and path.  

Altogether, it may be argued that Park’s (2010) meaning-making model has made it 

possible to examine how meaning making is approached in humanist confirmations. After all, 

this model—along with Taves’s (2018) alterations—demonstrates that situational meaning 

may be created through events introduced in the course, which can be both interpreted as 

disruptive or as a lived experience of worldview, depending on the person. More specifically, 

Taves’s (2018) alterations proved to be a crucial element in studying in what ways and at 

what times during the humanist confirmation an individual’s global meaning system is 

considered and addressed. 

 

6.1 Research limitations 

Naturally, this research also comes with its limitations. First of all, the researcher has 

been aware from the very beginning that she is a master student at the Humanistic University. 

She is enrolled in a master’s program where she studies to become a normative 

professional—i.e. a humanist counselor—as well as an academic researcher. Therefore, she is 

extensively schooled in the theories on what a humanist worldview consists of. Consequently, 

it has been difficult to analyze the data without having these theories in mind. Avoiding being 

influenced by these theories was considered essential as this research’ aim was to study 

unbiasedly how the humanist confirmations define and introduce humanism towards the 

confirmands. Careful action was taken during the interviews to avoid asking questions that 

might affect the answers (question-wording bias). For instance, informants where asked to 
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share how they define humanism during the course. Subsequently, the follow-up questions 

were formulated based on the elements of humanism they named (Salazar, 1990).  

         A second type of bias occurred at the beginning of data analysis. Initially, the analysis 

focused primarily on concepts in the data that directly supported the model of Park and Taves 

(confirmatory bias). By following this approach, data that might have helped nuance the 

findings was unknowingly and unintentionally ignored. This was corrected by re-examining 

the data multiple times, searching for answers under different labels, and constantly re-

evaluating the data (Lichtman, 2006). 

         Thirdly, it was observed that several participants were occasionally unsure whether 

they could speak about certain aspects of the humanist confirmation, as they were under the 

impression that they had to represent all course leaders (social desirability bias). This was 

noted, for example, when they expressed doubt about whether or not they could answer a 

certain question. In the invitation e-mail sent to the participants, as well as at the beginning of 

the interview, it was emphasized that the researcher was interested in their particular 

experiences. When participants were still hesitant, this was again pointed out or the question 

was posed in a more personal way. Hence, the intention was to immediately clarify that their 

personal views were asked for (Latkin, Edwards, Davey-Rothwell & Tobin, 2017). 

         Fourthly, course leaders from different towns and areas were studied. This came with 

the disadvantage that in each location, different topics—in addition to the topics that 

manifested everywhere, i.e. humanism, critical right, human rights and (occasionally) ethics 

and identity—were linked to coming of age. This made it more difficult to dive deep into the 

disruptive events that were mentioned by course leaders. Additionally, the ceremonies proved 

to be slightly different depending on their location as well as on the building in which they 

are performed. Nevertheless, many elements returned in each of the interviews. Therefore, 

the variety in locations ultimately proved to be an advantage, as this helped shedding light on 

the central and relatively fixed elements of a humanist confirmation. 

            Fifthly, even though Park’s (2010) meaning-making model is acknowledged by many 

as a rich theoretical model for elaborating on processes of meaning making, little research has 

been conducted on the model’s relationship to empirical studies—as Park (2010) herself 

points out. Throughout this research and during data analysis in particular, Park’s meaning-

making model occasionally proved to be challenging to work with, as the framework seemed 

to be mainly focused on clarifying the experience of an individual from within. Therefore, it 

was difficult to use the model for obtaining a more elaborate perspective on the unfolding of 

the confirmands’ meaning-making process, as well as on the transformations that may be 
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linked to the humanist confirmation. Accordingly, finding a way to visualize the development 

of the confirmands’ global meaning system within the humanist confirmation proved to be 

difficult.  

Moreover, since only the course leaders were interviewed rather than the confirmands 

themselves, room for further research is left regarding the effect of humanist confirmations 

on the meaning making of confirmands.  

 

6.2 Recommendations 

With this in mind, the main recommendation for future research is that it might be 

interesting to focus specifically and directly on how confirmands themselves experience the 

development of their global meaning system during humanist confirmation. Moreover, the 

ways in which the confirmation has affected their meaning making while coming of age is a 

topic that could be addressed. In this light, it seems important to consider that multiple course 

leaders have stated that the meaning of confirmation, as well as of the humanist tools for 

meaning making, changed over time. These weren’t always meaningful to them when they 

were young, but proved to be so when they reflected on them later. This acknowledgement is 

something that should be considered while designing further research and while selecting 

theories on meaning making. 
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Appendix A  

List of Grimes elements of initiation 
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Note. The elements observed in the humanist confirmation are based on the interviews and 

the date of the ceremonial speeches.  

Note. Adapted from The craft of ritual studies, (pp. 106, 107 ,144), by R. L. Grimes, 2014, 

Oxford University Press. Copyright 2014 by the Regents of the University of California. 
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Appendix B 

Invitation email 

Dear [name],  

I received your email-address from [informant]. Thank you for your interest in my research. 

My name is Iris Neeleman, I’m a graduate student at the University of Humanistic Studies in 

Utrecht and I’m fascinated by rituals and education.  

 

In this research I hope to learn more about your perspective on Norwegian humanist 

confirmations and your experiences with exploring adolescents’ existential and ethical 

beliefs. 

 

The main method of this research is conducting approximately 12 in-depth interviews with 

humanist course leaders. Due to the corona crisis the interviews will take place online via 

Skype. An interview will be about 90 minutes and can take place between 8th of April and 31 

May, preferably in the daytime. If you are interested you can send me an email with a date 

and time that suits you.  

 

In this email you will also find an informed consent form. By signing this form you give 

permission for the data to be recorded and saved. The data will be anonymized and on request 

other details can also be pseudonymized. All the data will be stored in a protected digital 

surrounding of my university. If you agree to these terms, I would like to ask you to fill in / 

sign the informed consent form (see attachment) and send it back to me, preferably at least 

one day before the interview. 

 

I’m looking forward to hear from you and if you have any questions about the informed 

consent or anything else, please don’t hesitate to contact me, 

 

Kind regards, 

Iris (AJC) Neeleman 
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Appendix C 

Informed consent form - scientific use 

Statement 

The undersigned, 

Name: 

Date of birth: 

City: 

 

hereinafter referred to as the interviewee, states as follows: 

I, the interviewee, grant the University of Humanistic Studies the right to store and 

preserve the conversation recorded on ...... - ...... - 2020, concerning the topic of humanist 

confirmations and adolescents emerging meaning-systems  by AJC Neeleman in the 

context of her master thesis in their archives and to make it available to third parties for the 

purpose of conducting scientific research.  

 

I, the interviewee, state that the purpose of this project is completely clear to me. 

 

The University of Humanistic Studies and AJC Neeleman shall only make this interview 

available in the context of scientific research on the condition that it may only be subject of 

publication in an anonymized format. 

 

If the option below has been ticked, the following additional clause shall apply: 

□ I, the interviewee, agree that after 31 - 12 - 2020 this interview shall be made public 

unrestrictedly. I, the interviewee, state that in that case I shall not object to publication of the 

video materials and that I shall not make any claims under my portrait rights in connection 

with these materials. 

 

Drawn up and signed in duplicate, one copy being handed to the interviewee, and one copy 

being handed to the University of Humanistic Studies  

 

Name:.................................................................................Data: ...... - ...... – 2020  

Signature:................................................................................................................ 
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