
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RECALLED PARENTAL CARE

András Láng*

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RECALLED PARENTAL 
CARE AND RELIGIOUS COPING

The Mediating Effect of Attachment to God

(Received: 22 May 2014; accepted: 10 October 2014)

Attachment to God is related to both parental bonding and religious coping, but the relation of the 
two latter variables has gained little attention until now. In a study among 95 Roman Catholics (49 
women), the mediating role of attachment to God between perceived parental care and religious 
coping was tested. Results showed that levels of avoidant attachment to God and positive religious 
coping were independent of perceived parental care. Multiple linear regressions revealed that 
anxious attachment to God fully mediated the relationship between parental care and negative 
religious coping. Possible explanations for these selective relationships are discussed.
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Das Verhältnis zwischen der heraufbeschworenen elterlichen Fürsorge und dem religiösen 
Coping: Die vermittelnde Wirkung der Bindung an Gott: Die Bindung an Gott hängt mit der 
elterlichen Fürsorge und dem religiösen Coping zusammen, das Verhältnis dieser zwei letzteren 
Variablen wurde jedoch nur wenig untersucht. In der vorliegenden Studie wurde die eventuelle 
vermittelnde Wirkung zwischen wahrgenommener elterlicher Fürsorge und religiösem Coping 
getestet. Im Sample sind 95 (49 weiblich) römisch-katholische Personen erfasst. Die Ergebnisse 
zeigen, dass die unsicher-vermeidende Bindung an Gott und die positive religiöse Bindung von 
der wahrgenommenen elterlichen Fürsorge unabhängig sind. Die Analysen mehrfacher linearer 
Regressionen beweisen, dass die ängstliche Bindung an Gott das Verhältnis zwischen elterlicher 
Fürsorge und negativem religiösem Coping in vollem Maß vermittelte. Plausible Erklärungen für 
diese selektive Wirkung wurden überlegt.
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1. Introduction

The developmental background of general coping strategies has received much at-
tention (Rutter 1981; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck 2007). In several studies 
(Kliewer et al. 1996; Matheson et al. 2005), early experiences – especially rela-
tional experiences – were found to have a great impact on the development of appro-
priate coping strategies. Surprisingly, this burgeoning of research on developmental 
antecedents is not characteristic of the field of religious coping. On the one hand, 
little is known about the relationship between general parental care and religious 
coping. Granqvist (2005) found no significant correlations between insecure at-
tachment history and collaborative, self-directing, and deferring religious coping. 
Bradley and her colleagues (2005) reported weak positive correlation between se-
verity of childhood trauma and negative religious coping. On the other hand, studies 
point to the importance of socialisation effects in the development and utilisation of 
religious coping, although these developmental antecedents are usually more spe-
cific than general parental care. For example, Cullman (2006) reported that both 
actual and perceived parental and peer religious coping was significantly related to 
the religious coping of the individual.

An attachment theory approach to religiosity and to the relationship with God 
(Granqvist et al. 2010; Kirkpatrick 2005; Reinert et al. 2009) might be promis
ing in linking parental care to religious coping. One of the important aspects of 
this theory is mental representations – internal working models of God and self – 
underlying attachment to God (Beck & McDonald 2004). On the one hand, these 
representations are rooted in early relationships with caregivers. According to the 
findings of several studies (Beck & McDonald 2004; Birgegard & Granqvist 
2004), more secure (i.e., less anxious and less avoidant) attachment to God is related 
to better perceived quality of parental care giving. On the other hand, these repre-
sentations of God – corresponding to avoidant attachment to God – and representa-
tions of self in relation to God – corresponding to anxious attachment to God – are 
formative in regard to the quality and extent of religious coping. Insecure (i.e., more 
anxious and more avoidant) attachment to God covers a less loving, less supporting, 
and more controlling image of God (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick 2002), which in turn 
is connected with the more frequent use of negative and less frequent use of positive 
religious coping (Bjork & Kim 2009). Belavich and Pargament (2002) reported 
that secure attachment to God is related to positive forms of spiritual coping, while 
anxious attachment to God is related to negative forms of religious coping. In a more 
recent study, Davis and his colleagues (2008) reported correlations between avoid-
ant attachment to God and positive religious coping (negative correlation) and nega-
tive religious coping (positive correlation). Anxious attachment to God had a weak 
positive correlation with negative religious coping. Kelley and Chan (2012) found 
a positive correlation between secure attachment and positive religious coping.

Based on the previously presented body of research, we tested the relation-
ships between perceived parental care, attachment to God, and religious coping. 
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Furthermore, the mediating effect of attachment to God between parental care and 
religious coping was tested. 

2. Method

In a cross-sectional study, 95 young adults who identified themselves as Roman 
Catholics participated and completed self-report questionnaires. The sample consist-
ed of 49 females and 46 males with an average age of 31.1 ± 6.74 years. Most of the 
participants (77.9%) had a high level of education (12+ years of formal education). 
Participants were recruited through the leaders of Catholic small groups. No reward 
was offered for participation.

The Hungarian translation1 of the Brief Religious Coping Scale (Brief RCOPE) 
was used to measure religious coping (Pargament et al. 2011; Pargament et 
al. 1998). Brief RCOPE consists of 14 items with two independent subscales that 
measure positive and negative religious coping. To measure attachment to God, we 
used the Hungarian translation of the Attachment to God Inventory (AGI; Beck &  
McDonald 2004). AGI is a 28-item self-report instrument that measures two di-
mensions of attachment to God: 1. avoidance (of intimacy with God), and 2. anxiety 
(of separation from God). To measure parental care, the 12 items of the Care sub-
scale from the Hungarian version of Parental Bonding Instrument (H-PBI) was used 
(Tóth & Gervai 1999; Parker et al. 1979). Participants rated the items on a 4-point 
Likert scale both for their mothers and fathers. Higher scores on the Care subscale 
refer to memories of an emotionally warmer, more caring parent.

Statistical analysis was done by SPSS 19.0 for Windows. Pearson’s and Spear-
man’s correlation was used to test relationships between non-categorical and cat-
egorical variables respectively. To test mediation, we used multiple linear regression 
(Baron & Kenny 1986).

3. Results

According to Spearman’s correlation coefficients, neither gender nor level of educa-
tion had a significant effect on Brief RCOPE subscales, AGI dimensions, and ma-
ternal care. Women (ρ = 0.22; p < 0.05) and less educated individuals (ρ = –0.21; 
p < 0.05) reported a higher level of perceived paternal care. Age had no effect on 
attachment to God, religious coping, and maternal care. Perceived paternal care de-
creased with age (r = –0.24, p < 0.05).

1    �Acknowledgements: The author would like to thank Professor Richard Beck and Professor Kenneth I. 
Pargament for giving their permission to translate the instruments Attachment to God Inventory (Professor 
Beck) and Brief Religious Coping Scale (Professor Pargament) into Hungarian. Many thanks for their work 
and time with checking the back-translations.
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Table 1
Pearson’s correlation coefficients between religiosity measures 

variables and perceived parental care

POS_
RCOPE

NEG_
RCOPE

AGI_AV AGI_ANX PA_CARE MA_CARE

POS_RCOPE α = 0.80 – – – – –

NEG_
RCOPE

0.13 α = 0.70 – – – –

AGI_AV –0.72** –0.13 α = 0.82 – – –

AGI_ANX –0.02 0.51** 0.07 α = 0.89 – –

PA_CARE 0.05 –0.28** –0.05 –0.26* α = 0.93 –

MA_CARE 0.12 –0.33** 0.02 –0.40** 47** α = 0.92

Note: �* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; POS_RCOPE: positive religious coping; NEG_RCOPE: negative religious coping; 
AGI_AV: avoidant attachment to God; AGI_ANX: anxious attachment to God; PA_CARE: perceived paternal 
care; MA_CARE: perceived maternal care; α: Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 

Table 2
The mediating effect of anxious attachment to God between 

perceived parental care and negative religious coping tested with multiple regressions

R2 = 0.28 β p R2 = .28 β p

PA_CARE –0.15 = 0.10 MA_CARE –0.15 = 0.11

AGI_ANX 0.47 < 0.001 AGI_ANX 0.45 < 0.001

Note: �Dependent variable in both models: negative religious coping; AGI_ANX: anxious attachment to God; PA_
CARE: perceived paternal care; MA_CARE: perceived maternal care 

Pearson’s correlations (Table 1) revealed significant relationships between par
ental care and anxious attachment to God, between parental care and negative reli-
gious coping, and between anxious attachment to God and negative religious coping 
in the expected directions. Avoidant attachment to God and positive religious coping 
were also strongly and negatively correlated, but parental care showed no significant 
correlation with either avoidant attachment to God or positive religious coping.

Relationships among parental care, anxious attachment to God, and negative 
religious coping made these variables suitable to test the mediating effect of anxious 
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attachment to God (Baron & Kenny 1986). Multiple linear regressions were used 
to decide whether mediation existed, and whether this was partial or full mediation. 
Results in Table 2 show that anxious attachment to God fully mediated the effects 
of both maternal and paternal care on negative religious coping. Thus, less parental 
care leads to more frequent use of negative coping via leading to more anxious at-
tachment to God.

4. Discussion

The positive correlation between negative religious coping and anxious attachment 
to God supported results from previous studies (Belavich & Pargament 2002; 
Davis et al. 2008). Highly anxious attachment to God represents an increased 
preoccupation with the relationship with God and constant fear of abandonment 
(Beck & McDonald 2004). Therefore, individuals who exhibit more anxious 
attachment to God are prone to interpret negative life events in the light of separ
ation from God and God abandoning them than individuals with low scores on the 
anxiety dimension of AGI.

The negative correlation found between positive religious coping and avoidant 
attachment to God in this study was in line with expectations and previous results 
(Belavich & Pargament 2002; Davis et al. 2008; Kelley & Chan 2012). Low 
avoidance of God is associated with an image of God who is loving and caring, and 
renders support in times of need. This supportive image of God enables the indi-
vidual to turn to God in the case of adverse life events when help is needed.

Parental care was correlated with anxious but not avoidant attachment to God. 
This selective relationship might be due to the nature of attachment representations. 
Avoidant attachment in general reflects representations of significant others, and is 
more relationship-specific, while anxious attachment represents representations of the 
self, which is more stable across relationships (Moreira 2011). So, on the one hand, 
perceptions of God and parents seem to be independent, while on the other hand, per-
ception and evaluation of the self remains stable across relationships.

Our results that maternal and paternal care correlated with negative but not 
positive religious coping replicated the results of Bradley and her colleagues 
(2005) in an average environment. Whereas they found that severity of childhood 
trauma correlates with negative religious coping, we found that lack of parental care 
in a normative sample is associated with higher frequency of negative religious cop-
ing. Furthermore, multiple linear regressions showed that this negative relationship 
between parental care and negative religious coping was fully mediated by anxious 
attachment to God. Rejection by parents might lead to the formation of a representa-
tion that the self is not loveable, not even by God. The proneness of these individu-
als to interpret negative life events as if God had abandoned them stems from this 
negative image of the self. Their assumption of an abandoning God leads to the more 
frequent use of negative religious coping, which also emphasises the world as om
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inous and God as absent (Pargament et al. 1998), because we are not worthy of his 
attention, not even in times of distress.

Further studies with advanced theological approach should investigate whether 
the selective relationships described in this study with Roman Catholic participants 
existed in individuals from other Christian denominations or other religious affili-
ations as well. Future research should also reveal what factors of socialisation (e.g. 
religious education, experiences with religious groups and authorities) play a role in 
forming avoidant attachment to God and positive religious coping.
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