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Recent research has shown the relationship between
an attachment to caregivers and an attachment to
God, an attachment to God and adult attachment,
attachment to God and religiosity, and attachment
and spiritual maturity, but has failed to examine the
link between attachment and faith development
(which includes not only the relational but also the
imaginative nature in the questioning and answering
process regarding philosophical notions of exis-
tence). The current project investigated the relation-
ship between adult romantic attachment (cf. Bren-
nan et al., 1998) and Fowler’s (1981) stages of faith
development in an undergraduate sample at a pri-
vate, religious university (N = 95). Attachment anxi-
ety (but not attachment avoidance) predicted faith
development, such that the higher the attachment
anxiety, the lower the stage of faith development.

ver the past few decades, research on attach-

ment has investigated its development in

infancy (Ainsworth, 1973; Ainsworth, Ble-
har, Walters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969), transition
to adult romantic relationships (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Simpson, 1990), and predic-
tiveness for other personality traits, such as emotion-
al responses to life stress (Collins, 1996) and self-
esteem and perceived confidence (Bylsma,
Cozzarelli, & Sumer, 1997), as well as neuroticism,
extraversion, locus of control, openness to experi-
ence, and Christian fundamentalism (Mickelson,
Kessler, & Shaver, 1997). More recently, researchers
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have examined a relationship between attachment
and issues of faith (Beck, 2006; McDonald, Beck,
Allison, & Norsworthy, 2005; TenElshof & Furrow,
2000), suggesting that attachment to caregivers is
reenacted in an attachment to God. However, this
new direction of research has not directly investigat-
ed the role of attachment in the development of
faith. Moreover, the association between attachment
and spirituality remains somewhat unclear.

Attachment

Throughout the past three decades, researchers
have begun to explore how individual differences in
attachment influence lives. At the conception of
attachment theory, Bowlby (1973; 1977) sought an
explanation of the evolutionary process that main-
tains proximity between infants and caregivers, even
in the face of danger or threat. Bowlby (1969) was the
first to present the idea that early caregiving experi-
ences, that is, mothers noting and attending to an
infant’s signals of distress or fear, are internalized as
working models in children. Expanding on these
ideas, Ainsworth and colleagues (Ainsworth, 1973;
Ainsworth et al., 1978) developed the Strange Situa-
tion, a system for evaluating and classifying mother-
infant dyads into different attachment categories.
From this research, Ainsworth identified three types
of attachment in infants: secure (in which infants
were distressed upon mothers’ departures but were
comforted upon their returns), anxious-ambivalent
(in which infants displayed obvious stress upon moth-
ers’ departures and return), and anxious-avoidant (in
which infants were undisturbed by their mothers’
departures and uninterested upon their returns).
Later, Main and Solomon (1986, 1990) identified a
fourth attachment classification: disorganized/disori-
ented (in which infants seemed confused and used
both proximity seeking and avoidance behaviors).
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Adult attachment. According to Bowlby (1969),
attachment behavior and the influences of early
attachment relationships are central to relational
functioning throughout the lifespan. Because work-
ing models of childhood relationships are internal-
ized, they lead to expectations and beliefs both
about the self and about others in later relational
contexts. With this in mind, Hazan and Shaver
(1987) began the tradition of applying attachment
theory to peer and romantic relationships in adult-
hood. Using the typologies corresponding to the
Strange Situation (secure, avoidant, and anxious),
the authors created three vignettes to describe adult
versions of these styles. Later, in response to
methodological and logistical issues, Simpson
(1990; see also Collins & Read, 1990) developed a
Likert-scale measure using each sentence from the
Hazan and Shaver (1987) vignettes. Subsequent
research found that the sentences revealed two
dimensions of adult attachment: avoidant versus
secure and anxious versus non-anxious (Simpson,
Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). Bartholomew and
Horowitz (1991) added a significant piece to the
attachment puzzle by suggesting that both evalua-
tions of the self and evaluations of others combine
to determine adult attachment styles. They pro-
posed a four-category model: secure (positive views
of both the self and others), dismissing (a positive
view of the self and a negative view of others), pre-
occupied (a negative view of the self and a positive
view of others), and fearful (negative views of both
the self and others). More recently, Brennan and
colleagues (1998) developed a continuous measure
based on this model, providing analysis of two
attachment dimensions (avoidance and anxiety) as
well as the four attachment categories.

Attachment and God. Interestingly, some
researchers have begun to apply the model of
attachment to individuals’ relationship with God
(e.g., Beck, 2006; Cassibba, Granqvist, Costantini,
& Gatto, 2008; Cicirelli, 2004; Granqpvist, Ivarsson,
Broberg, & Hagekull, 2007; Granquvist & Kirk-
patrick, 2004; Hall, 2007a, 2007b; Kirkpatrick,
1999). It is possible that individuals seek out a rela-
tionship with God to compensate for previously
failed attachment bonds; however, as their relation-
ships with God continue, these relationships more
closely resemble the types of attachment relation-
ships with which the individuals have previously
encountered (Beck & McDonald, 2004; McDonald
et al., 2005). The ability to create a secure base in

God provides the foundation to explore issues of
faith and display tolerance to others with different
religious views (Beck, 2006). Moreover, adult
attachment predicts “spiritual maturity,” in that
securely attached individuals reported higher levels
of “horizontal” (relationships with others) and “ver-
tical” (relationships with a transcendent other) sen-
sitivity in seminary students (TenElshof & Furrow,
2000). Overall, this research suggests that individu-
als with secure attachment have higher levels of
spiritual maturity than individuals with insecure
attachments, and that attachments to parents and
romantic relationship partners resemble attach-
ments to God (that is, at least with respect to the
amount of attachment anxiety, but not attachment
avoidance). However, no research exists investigat-
ing the relationship between attachment and the
development of faith. Moreover, no research exam-
ines the direct link between types of insecure
attachments and spirituality (i.e., previous research
has only examined the presence of secure attach-
ments themselves).

Faith Development

Over the past 25 years, Fowler (1981) has been
one of the leading theorists concerning the develop-
ment of faith. Fowler defined faith as the makeup of
an individual’s main motivation for life (Green &
Hoffman, 1989). He emphasized not only the rela-
tional, but the imaginative nature in assessing the
progress of faith development; that is, he discussed
the intrapsychic process underlying image, ritual,
and the philosophical notions of existence. Greatly
influenced by psychological theorists such as Piaget
(1928) and Erikson (1950), Fowler proposed six
stages of faith (as well as a pre-stage to categorize the
faith development of infants) and assumed that tran-
sition in faith development only moved forward
(that is, there is no regression in this process).

Fowler (1981) believed that faith development
was a universal human activity in which individuals
find meaning. Most importantly, Fowler was more
concerned with the structure of individuals’ beliefs
(i.e., way of knowing) rather than the content of the
beliefs themselves. Fowler argued that faith includes
cognitive, affective, and relational aspects. Move-
ment from one stage to the next represents increased
complexity and comprehensiveness in these struc-
tural aspects. Thus, to Fowler, faith development rep-
resented more than just spiritual maturity.
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Current Study

Recent research has shown the relationship
between an attachment to caregivers and an attach-
ment to God (Cassibba et al., 2008; Granqyist et al.,
2007; McDonald et al., 2005), an attachment to God
and adult attachment (Beck & McDonald, 2004),
attachment to God and religiosity (Beck, 2006;
Cicirelli, 2004), and a secure attachment and spiritu-
al maturity (TenElshof & Furrow, 2000), but has
failed to examine the link between attachment and
faith development. Because Fowler (1981) believed
that faith development involves structures used to
investigate previously held beliefs about spirituality
(pertaining to an underlying belief in an immaterial
being) and religion (referring to the practice of
sacred rites or observances), the relationship
between attachment and faith development may be
more complex than previous research in this area has
suggested. However, it is also possible that faith
development is simply an index of spiritual maturity
(that is, higher levels of faith development represent
greater spiritual maturity of the individual; cf. Parker,
2006). If so, attachment should predict faith devel-
opment (such that secure attachment is associated
with greater faith development).

Although a link between attachment and spiritual
maturity has previously been documented (cf.
TenElsholf & Furrow, 2000), the specific type of inse-
cure attachment that predicts a lack of spiritual matu-
rity has not yet been identified. That is, it is possible
that both attachment anxiety and attachment avoid-
ance predict a lack of spiritual maturity; however, it is
also possible that only one contributor to insecure
attachment accounts for the lack that has been previ-
ously documented (e.g., Beck & McDonald, 2004);
that is, it is possible that only attachment anxiety is
associated with a deficit in spiritual maturity.

In fact, Beck and McDonald (2004) have suggest-
ed that there is an association between attachment in
romantic relationships and attachment to God for
attachment anxiety, but not for attachment avoid-
ance. This suggests that there may be differential
effects of the relationship between romantic relation-
ship attachment and faith development for attach-
ment anxiety and attachment avoidance as well.
Thus, the current study investigated the link between
romantic attachment anxiety, romantic attachment
avoidance, and faith development in a sample of tra-
ditional undergraduate students. Because Beck and
McDonald found an association between attachment

in romantic relationships and attachment to God for
attachment anxiety (but not for attachment avoid-
ance) and because faith development is likely to cor-
relate with attachment to God, it was expected that
attachment anxiety, but not attachment avoidance,
would predict faith development.

Moreover, based on the conceptualization of
attachment categories by Bartholomew and
Horowitz (1991) as representing extremes on two
attachment dimensions (model of self; model of
other) and based on the findings of current research
clarifying the research on attachment to God and
spirituality (Hall, Fujikawa, Halcrow, Hill, &
Delaney, 2009), it was expected that individuals clas-
sified as exhibiting secure attachments (positive view
of self; positive view of others) and individuals with
dismissing attachments (positive view of self; nega-
tive view of others) would report higher levels of
faith development than would individuals classified
as exhibiting preoccupied attachments (negative
view of self; positive view of others) and fearful
attachments (negative view of self; negative view of
others) because of the high level of attachment anxi-
ety involved in both preoccupied and fearful attach-
ment styles. That is, because attachment anxiety (but
not attachment avoidance) has previously been asso-
ciated with attachment to God (cf. Beck & McDon-
ald, 2004), and because high levels of attachment
anxiety are present in individuals with preoccupied
and fearful attachments (Bartholomew & Horowitz,
1991) and represent a negative view of self, it was
expected that these two attachment classifications
would exhibit the lowest levels of faith development.

METHOD
Participants

One hundred and five undergraduate students at
Southern Nazarene University volunteered to partici-
pate in a study described as “childhood experiences,
relationships, and faith.” The undergraduates were
between the ages of 18 and 24 (M = 20.00, SD =
1.46). Of these 105 undergraduates, 10 were exclud-
ed due to the “traditional undergraduate” age limit of
251 or a failure to follow directions.

IThe university defines non-traditional undergraduate programs
as programs requiring a minimum age of 25 years to enroll. In
addition, classes in both non-traditional undergraduate and grad-
uate programs at the university are held one night per week for
the duration of the program (which typically lasts for two years),

during which, students complete once course (or module) at a
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Of the 95 participants remaining, 62.11% were
male and 37.89% were female. Of the 95, 83.16%
reported that they were White (non Hispanic),
6.32% were Black or African American, 3.16% were
Native American or Alaskan Native, 4.21% were His-
panic or Latino/a, 1.05% were Asian, and 2.11%
were self-categorized as “Other.” These participants
reported an average age of 20.01 (SD = 1.46). Of the
95 participants, 78.94% lived with either biological
parents or adoptive parents until the age of 18;
13.68% lived with a biological mother only; 3.16%
lived with a biological father only; 3.16% lived with a
grandparent (or grandparents); and 1.05% lived with
a biological parent and a stepparent.

Participants reported a variety of religious back-
grounds. Of the 95 participants, 94.74% reported an
affiliation with a Christian denomination (56.84%
were Nazarene; 14.74% were Protestant-Evangelical;
11.56% were Baptist; 5.26% were Catholic; 1.05%
were Pentecostal; 1.05% were Methodist; 1.05%
were Lutheran; 1.05% were affiliated with Assem-
blies of God; 1.05% were Presbyterian; and 1.05%
were Orthodox Christian). Of those remaining,
3.16% reported that they were non-religious; 1.05%
were deist; and 1.05% did not report a religious affili-
ation. Participants reported an average of 17.30 (SD
= 18.72) years associated with their current religious
affiliations.

Materials

Attachment. Participants completed the Experi-
ences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR; Brennan et
al., 1998) as a measure of adult romantic attachment.
It contains 36 questions measuring levels of attach-
ment-related anxiety (e.g., “I worry about being aban-
doned,” “Iworry a lot about my relationships,” and “I
worry that romantic partners won’t care about me as
much as I care about them”) and attachment-related
avoidance (e.g., “I prefer not to show a partner how I
feel deep down,” “Just when my partner starts to get
close to me I find myself pulling away,” and “I get
uncomfortable when a romantic partner wants to be
very close”). Questions are rated on a 7-point scale (1
= strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Scores
reflect two continuous dimensions (attachment anxi-
ety and attachment avoidance), in which lower scores
reflect a more secure attachment and higher scores

time. Because we were interested in attachment, we targeted tra-
ditional undergraduate students (who had likely been separated
from their original attachment figure) for as little time as possible.

reflect anxious or avoidant attachment, but can also
be transformed into a categorical measure of attach-
ment (i.e., either secure, fearful, preoccupied, or dis-
missing). Brennan and colleagues reported high inter-
nal consistency for the measure, .94 for avoidance
and .91 for anxiety.

Faith development. The Faith Development Scale
(FDS; Leak, Loucks, & Bowlin, 1999) was construct-
ed as a measure of faith development correlating
with stages 2 through 5 of Fowler’s (1981) theory.
Stages 1 (intuitive-projective) and 6 (universalizing)
were excluded during the creation of the original
measure due to the infrequency of encountering
these stages in adults. The FDS contains eight
semantic differentials for which participants must
choose between a less developed and more devel-
oped response. That is, individuals must choose
between two statements such as “the religious tradi-
tions and beliefs I grew up with are very important to
me and do not need changing” and “the religious tra-
ditions and beliefs I grew up with have become less
and less relevant to my current religious orientation.”
The FDS yields a range of faith development with
the higher scores correlating to stages four or five
and the lower scores to stages two or three. Leak
and colleagues reported an internal consistency of
.72 and a five week test-retest reliability rating of .96.
Although Leak (2003, 2008) continues to support
the validity of the measure, the FDS has been criti-
cized by some that suggest it is not a direct represen-
tation of Fowler’s (1981) stages of faith develop-
ment; that is, it is merely a global measure of spiritual
maturity (cf. Parker, 2006).

Demographic and background information. Partic-
ipants also completed a demographic and back-
ground questionnaire assessing gender, age, ethnici-
ty, religious background/affiliation, and information
relationship to and dependency upon caregiver(s).

Procedure

Participants were approached and recruited for
participation following a class period of one of their
freshman-level general education courses during the
final week of class. The researcher informed the stu-
dents that they were participating in a project on
childhood experiences, relationships, and faith. Stu-
dents were asked to be honest, and to not worry
about the perfect answer but to go with their first reac-
tion to each question. They were given a packet of the
target questionnaires as well as questionnaires not
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included in this study that were randomly ordered and
stapled together with a blank cover sheet.

RESULTS

A multiple regression was used to test the hypoth-
esis that attachment avoidance and attachment anxi-
ety predict faith development. Attachment anxiety
and avoidance, as well as important demographic
characteristics (i.e., gender, age, and years associated
with current religious affiliation), were included as
predictors of faith development. The model was sig-
nificant (R2=0.12, p =.003); that is, attachment
accounts for 12% of the overall variance in faith
development. Specifically, attachment anxiety (but
not attachment avoidance) predicted faith develop-
ment, , p =-.35, ¢ (89) =-3.46, p = .001; thus, the
higher the attachment anxiety, the lower the faith
development. Neither attachment avoidance nor any
of the demographic characteristics included predict-
ed faith development.

Scoring of the ECR also resulted in the following
attachment categories: 22.11% were secure, 27.37%
were fearful, 30.53% were preoccupied, and 20.00%
were dismissing. With these categories, a one-way
between-subjects analysis of variance (followed by a
Tukey HSD) was used to test differences in faith
development between individuals categorized as
secure (M =35.05, SD = 1.47), fearful (M =412, SD =
2.53), preoccupied (M = 3.14, SD = 1.81), and dis-
missing (M = 4.84, SD = 1.95). A significant differ-
ence was found, F (3, 91) =4.65, p =.003, such that
individuals with secure and dismissing attachments
evidenced higher levels of faith development than
individuals with preoccupied attachments. There
were no other differences found.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study extend previous work sug-
gesting that secure attachment reflects spiritual matu-
rity (cf. TenElshof & Furrow, 2000). Specifically, the
current study shows that attachment anxiety (but not
attachment avoidance) predicts faith development.
This is an interesting distinction, because it suggests
that for faith to grow, individuals must see their attach-
ment figures (and presumably God) with no fear of
abandonment; that is, they must see themselves (not
just others) as worthy of love and acceptance.

However, although we predicted that individuals
categorized as exhibiting secure and dismissing
attachments (i.e., a positive view of self) would

report greater faith development than would individ-
uals categorized as exhibiting preoccupied and fear-
ful attachments (i.e., a negative view of self), associa-
tion between attachment category and faith
development was more complex. That is, it seems
that it is not merely a negative view of self that
inhibits the development of faith. Instead, the com-
bination of a negative view of self and a positive view
of others may cause individuals to view themselves as
unworthy of the desired process of spiritual explo-
ration, whereas a negative view of both self and oth-
ers may cause individuals to merely distrust this nec-
essary question-and-answer process without
preventing it completely.

The findings of this study add to a new yet grow-
ing body of literature on the association between
attachment and faith. It is important to note that this
study was not a measure of religiosity, but of the faith
development of persons with a professed religious
stance. In this study, attachment anxiety was a pre-
dictor of the development or maturity of a professed
religious stance (cf. Fowler, 1981), rather than a pre-
dictor of how religious a person is. The lower levels
of faith development are marked by concrete, literal
thinking and general acceptance of understood
authoritative stances, and typically involve a resis-
tance or lack of initiative to question traditional or
societal constructs. Higher levels involve self-reflec-
tion and often conflict with the status quo. In these
levels, individuals possess more receptive attitudes
towards new ideas or ways of conceptualizing issues
and a desire to externalize their faith in a way that
helps further others’ faith development.

On considering the often condemning and close-
minded stances of what would be considered funda-
mentalist Christianity, the study offers an explana-
tion of individuals’ tendencies to remain at these
seemingly lower levels of faith development as
opposed to moving forward to a more “liberal” or
accepting mindset (see also LeVine, 2007). Attach-
ment anxiety is theoretically the result of uncertainty,
irregularity, and unpredictability in a caregiver (cf.
Bowlby, 1988). Thus, individuals with high levels of
attachment anxiety are typically insecure, dislike
change, and seem untrusting (Grau & Doll, 2003).
This study suggests that these individuals may also
cling to traditionally accepted viewpoints, dislike the
uncertainty of doubt or critical thinking, and react
strongly to individuals introducing either of these
two components (which are necessary for transition
through an actively maturing faith; cf. Fowler, 1981).



HART, LIMKE, and BUDD

127

With God playing the role of caregiver, “secure”
believers should feel confident to “wander” into
realms where they have not understood God to be
before, knowing that God will be faithful to find
them wherever they roam. They would be less con-
cerned with establishing and defining the limits of
God’s grace and judgment and perhaps more con-
cerned with sharing God’s grace and withholding
immediate judgment.

Future Directions

Although this study provides needed insight into
the applications of attachment theory to faith devel-
opment, it is not without limitations. It is possible that
external validity of the study is limited; that is, the
study included only college freshman at a private,
Protestant Christian university. It is possible that reli-
gious upbringings (as well as the limited age range)
limited the range of faith development in the sample.
This study also did not account for other potentially
important factors, such as self-esteem and attachment
to God. Moreover, the causal connection between
attachment and faith development (as well as the dis-
tinction between views of self and views of others) is
merely speculative; that is, future research is needed
to determine the exact nature of the difference in faith
development among attachment classifications.

Future research should also investigate the link
between attachment and faith development across the
lifespan. It should also consider the relationship
between spiritual maturity, attachment to God, faith
development, and religiosity to determine how much
these discussions represent the same underlying con-
struct. Perhaps again, a scientific measurement cannot
be applied to something as intangible as faith develop-
ment. Streib (2005) emphasizes the necessity for the
narrativity of faith. How would one’s narrative be sci-
entifically measured? The idea of better understand-
ing the fruitful spiritual lives of some and indifference
of others to a spiritual realm should prove to be a fas-
cinating yet contested area of research as information
in this area of literature continues to grow.
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