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Abstract

Two contrasting hypothesis have been proposed about the relationship between parent-child attachment and adult religiosity. Evidence for both hypotheses has been found. The compensation hypothesis proposes that God may serve as a substitute attachment figure for individuals who experienced insecure attachment patterns (Kirkpatrick, 1998; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). The correspondence hypothesis proposes that God is attached to in a similar fashion as an individual attaches to their caregiver (Brokaw & Edward, 1994; Hall, Brokaw, Edwards, & Pike, 1998). Literature supporting each of these hypotheses is reviewed’ Methodology concerns and implications for further research are discussed’.
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Counselors should have an awareness of issues related to spirituality and religiosity and should have the ability to effectively address client’s religious and spiritual concerns in treatment. The inclusion of religion and spirituality in the ethical codes for counselors (ACA, 2005) and in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR, 2000) suggests that the field of counseling recognizes the importance of spirituality and religion in clinical practice (Tisdale, et.al., 1997). Spirituality and religiosity have also received attention in research, especially in relationship to established theories of development (Granqvist, 1998; TenElshof & Furrow, 2000). 

Attachment theory is a widely accepted theory of development. Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) explains the how and why of an infant’s attachment to his or her primary caregiver. Within this theoretical framework, Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978) describe three child-parent interactions. First, the secure attachment is distinguished by an infant’s use of his or her primary caregiver as a secure base for exploration. Second, the insecure/avoidant pattern is characterized by an infant’s neglect of his or her caregiver and indifference upon reunification. Third, the insecure/ambivalent attachment is characterized by an infant’s cleaving to his or her caregiver, showing great distress upon separation, and ambivalence upon reunification. Research suggests early attachment relationships may have an influence on religious beliefs and religious experiences (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990, Brokaw & Edward, 1994); hypotheses have been proposed about the relationship between adult reliogisity and attachment. 

Two contrasting hypotheses have been proposed. The compensation hypothesis states that God may serve as a substitute for the secure attachment that individuals never experience with their primary caregivers (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990; Kirkpatrick, 1998). In contrast, the correspondence hypothesis states that individuals attach to God in a similar fashion as they attach to their caregiver (Brokaw & Edward, 1994; Hall, Brokaw, Edwards, & Pike, 1998). Literature supporting both hypotheses is reviewed, the first being the compensation hypothesis
‘ 

The compensation hypothesis, derived from article Ainsworth’s (1985) on God as a substitute,  proposes the possibility that a relationship with God can compensate for a deficient caregiver. Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990) found support for the compensation hypothesis but only for individuals raised in nonreligious homes. In the exploratory study, 213 adults were grouped according to their description of attachment patterns that reflected their perceived childhood relationships with their parents. Their adult religiosity was studied through a survey, and data was analyzed using a multiple regression analysis. Among respondents with nonreligious mothers, avoidant parental attachments were associated with higher levels of adult religious commitment, church attendance, and belief in a personal God while the respondents with secure attachments showed lower levels of religiousness. Respondents experiencing a sudden crisis had religious conversion experiences, and evidence supported insecure attachment patterns as a predictor of conversion. Employing a wider variety and more precise measures of conversion experience and religiosity, a longitudinal study that focused on conversion expanded this initial study. 

A longitudinal study (Kirkpatrick, 1998) provided support for the compensation hypothesis and proposed that attachment style is related to religious change over time. A two-way survey design of college students was conducted. Over one thousand college students completed an attachment style measure and several religiosity measures at Time 1 (T1). Four months later at Time 2 (T2), a subsample completed identical religiosity measures. Longitudinal analyses of T1-T2, using an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), yielded individuals reporting fearful and preoccupied attachments at T1 displayed a positive increase in religiosity over time. In support of the compensation hypothesis, results revealed insecurely attached adults were more likely to report a conversion experience than securely attached adults’ The implication is that insecurely attached individuals are more likely to seek a securely attached relationship with God through conversion because they are dissatisfied with interpersonal relationships (Kirkpatrick). Conversely, other researchers have found evidence that individuals’ early attachments provide the foundation for future attachment relationships. This supports the opposing correspondence hypothesis
.

Two correlational studies (Brokaw & Edwards, 1994; Hall, Brokaw, Edwards, & Pike, 1998) provide evidence for the correspondence hypothesis. The correspondence hypothesis, derived from Bowlby’s (1969) internal working model, proposes that individuals’ attachment to God is similar to their attachment to their caregiver. In one of these correlational studies (Brokaw & Edwards, 1994), ninety undergraduate students from a small Christian university  volunteered to complete three instruments to measure their God image and three instruments to measure their level of object relations development, the nature of relationship based on psychological mechanisms established in early childhood,.. Significant correlations between a measure of object relations development and all three measures of God image supported the hypothesis: There is a positive correlation between positive relationships with caregivers and images of God as loving and benevolent’ In the other correlational study (Hall, Brokaw, Edwards, & Pike, 1998), 76 volunteers from a spiritual direction group , a Christian university counseling center, and an Christian university’s completed one measure of the level of object relations and two measures of spiritual maturity’ Using a correlation statistical design, results showed significant correlations between spiritual maturity and the level of object relations development. Thus, this supported the hypothesis that the maturity of one’s faith and relationship with God is positively associated with a mature developmental level of object relations, the ability to form positive and secure relationships based on psychological mechanisms established in early childhood,. Together these studies supported the correspondence hypothesis by finding that mature object relations development was positively associated with spiritual maturity. 
Together these four studies conclude that there is a relationship between an individual’s attachment relationships and religious development. This understanding may be helpful for counselors working with a religious population (Brokaw & Edwards, 1994). Linking a client’s psychological and spiritual dynamics in treatment may be helpful in promoting growth both spiritually and psychologically. However, the research on this topic appears to be contradictory in nature’ thus, in the consideration of the utility of the evidence presented, the counselor needs to consider the methodology of the research and the need for further research’. 
Methodology concerns exist, and further research should be conducted to address the concern. The studies reviewed are correlational designs and are based on self-reports’ Since these studies are based on correlational designs, presumed causal relation between attachment and religiosity cannot be inferred. Further research is needed to conclude causation’ In addition, the primary reliance on self-reports make these studies vulnerable to concerns of self-presentation bias. It is also important to note the incongruence among the religiosity self-reports used across the studies. In the studies supporting the compensation hypothesis, the self-reports used focused on religious conversion and participation in religious activities. In the studies supporting the correspondence hypothesis, the self-reports used focused on a relationship with God and an individual’s internalized representation of God. Considering this, it could be said that individuals with insecure bonds may be more likely to seek God through conversion and religious involvement. Once in a relationship with God, an individual may use his or her working models or patterns of attachment to view and relate to God. Further research is needed to confirm this hypothesis, to confirm causation, and to address additional methodology concerns of the current studies reviewed. 
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