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PARENTAL BONDING AND RELIGIOSITY IN YOUNG
ADULTHOOD!
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Summary.--85 male and 122 female college students completed the
Parental Bonding instrument, provided written descriptions of both
parents, and rated themselves on two religiosity questions. The
descriptions were assessed for level of acceptance of parental
imperfections using the scoring criteria from the Deiilusiamnent
suhscalc of the Thematic Patterning Scale of Object Representations.
Participants scoring low in maternal De-illusionment as well as high
in maternal Care and Overprotection tended to perceive Clod as an
omnipotent protector and provider. There were no significant effects
for any of the paternal bonding variables. Results suggest that
religiousity in young adulthood may arise out of variations in
maternal bonding.

Psychol ogi sts of religion coomonly differentiate between

an "intrinsic" and "extrinsic’ religious orientation, the
former denoting a neaningful integration of: religious
values, the latter a tendency to use religion to satisfy
primtive enotional needs (Al lport & Ross, 1967; Markstrom
Adans & Smith, 19961. Individuals enbodying an extrinsic
orientation are thought: to overenphasi ze the sense of
security and direction religion can offer (Richards, 1991).
Al t hough theoretical work is avail able on how an
individual's religious orientation m ght be affected by the
quality of parental bonding experienced (MDargh, 1983;
Mei ssner, 1984), enpirical investigations are scarce.
Extrinsic religiousness has been |linked to an early history
of insecure attachnment (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990) and
di mi ni shed enotional separation from parents (Ri chards,
1991). In addition, there is sone evidence tosuggest that
I mages of God are nodel ed after parental inmages (Nel son
1971); however, relevant studies are few and inconsistently
differenti ate between the effects of paternal and materna
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vari abl es.

The present aimwas to explore the role of maternal and
pat ernal bonding in shaping religious beliefs. The choice
of a young-adult sanple was thought to be appropriate
because during this phase of devel opnent parenta
attachnents are often renegotiated (R os, 1979) and
religious values intensively exam ned (Markstrom Adans,
Hof stra, & Dougher, 1994).

VETHOD
Parti ci pants

Participants were 85 nmale and 122 femal e col |l ege
students whose nean age was 20 yr. (SD= 1.3). Forty-one
percent were Euro-Anerican, 11% African Anerican, 21%
Hi spani c, 21% Asian, and 6% self-identified as "Qther.”

Measur es

Religiosity was assessed using two questions fromthe
Separation-1ndi vi duati on Test of Adol escence (Levine,
Geen, & MIlon, 1986) that showed good face validity as
nmeasures of extrinsic religiousness: "I believe God | ooks

over me and protects me fromdanger and "God knows mny

life, I will go where he |eads nme." Each of these questions
was assessed using a 5-point scale. and a total religiosity

score was conputed based on a participant' s ratings on both
questions. Scores on the religiosity nmeasure showed good
i nternal consistency as al pha= . 91.

Participants were al so adm ni stered the Parental
Bondi ng I nstrunment (Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979), a 25-
item sel f-report nmeasure designed to neasure two di nensions
of parental bonding, Care (warnth and affection vs
rejection and hostility) and Overprotection (control and



overprotection vs encouragenent of independence).
Participants were asked to rate the accuracy of itens
describing their nothers' and fathers' behavior on a 5-
poi nt scale as they recollected fromthe first 18 years of
life. Split-half reliabilities of .88 for the Care scal e,
and .74 for the Overprotection scal e have been re-ported
(Parker, et al., 1979). and the construct validity of the
Pat ernal Bondi ng I nstrunment has been established
(Hol I enhach, 1993). In addition, the Deill usionnment
subscale fromthe Thematic Patterning Scal e of Object
Representations (Geller, Hartl ey, Behrends, Farber,
Andrews, Marci ano, Bender, & Brownlow, 1992) was utilized

to assess participants witten maternal and paterna
descriptions for evidence of an acceptance of the flaws,
contradictions, and disappointnents in the respective
parent or relationship. This neasure was included to tap

I deal i zed perceptions of parents, which often signa

faul ts' attachnment and separation processes (Russian,
1975). Interrater agreenent ranging from .53 to .87 across
al | subscal es have been reported (Wontek. 1989). For the
present sanple, the interrater reliability of the

Dei | l usi onnent subscal e was .81, and Kappa coefficients for
Mat ernal and Paternal Deillusionnent, respectively, were .
64 and . 69.

RESULTS AND DI SCUSSI ON

Mul tiple regression anal yses were perforned to eval uate
the rel ati on between six independent variables (Mterna
and Paternal Deillusionnent, Overprotection, Care), and the
religiosity neasure (see Table 1 for nmeansand standard
deviations). A forward regressi on nodel was used, with a p
value of .05 or less for partial correlations wth



religiosity needed for a variable to be entered into the
equation. As summarized in Table 2, three vari ables
(Maternal Dc-illusionment, Care, and Overprotection)
entered the regression equation, accounting for 9% of the
variance in religiosity (F=6.67, p<.001). The foll ow ng
pattern was suggested: Lower Maternal De-illusionntnt,

hi gher mat ernal overprotection and hi gher naternal care
were associated with higher religiosity. The neasures of
pat ernal bonding did not yield significant results.

TABLE 1

Measur e M
Mat ernal Care 28.72
Mat ernal Overprotection 14.11
Mat ernal Dcillusionnent 2.48
Pat ernal Care _ 24 74
Pat ernal Overprotection 12.05
Pat ernal Deil | usi unment 2.
Religiosity 7
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TABLE 2

MULTI PLE REGRESSI ON DATA PREDI CTI NG SCORES ON RELI G OSI TY (N=204)

SE B B
Miltiple R R2 Predi ctors B
. 30* . 090 Mat ernal Overprotection . 090 . 027 . 253
Mat ernal Care . 099 . 035 . 210
Mat ernal Dei | | usi onnent -.539 . 225 -.162

Note.--Onlv predictor variables contributing significant variance are included
(df=3/203}. p < .001

The data provide a nodi cum of support for the idea that
religiosity may be associated with variations in materna
bondi ng. Mrre specifically, results suggest that
percepti ons of God may be nodel ed after materna
perceptions: participants who had difficulties accepting
mat er nal i nperfections and who reported having
overprotective and highly nurturant nothers, tended to



percei ve God as an ommi potent provi der and protector.
Extrapol ating from attachnent theory (Bow by, 1969), one
possible interpretation of the findings is that interna
wor ki ng nodel s of chil dhood attachnment processes set the
foundation for attachnents to God. Lack of significant
associ ations for the neasures of paternal bonding is
surprising given research substantiating the effects of
fathers on identity devel opnment of children and adol escents
(Phares, 1996) as well as psychoanal ytic conceptualizations
of God as an "exalted father figure" (Freud, 1961).
Perhaps, it mght he nore accurate to think of God as an

"exal t ed not her figure" but only for those who represent
their nothers in this light.

It is noted, however, that only a snmall anount of
variance was explained by the maternal bonding variables so
consi derabl e caution shoul d be exercised when interpreting
the results. The weak findings may be based on the limted
nmeasure of religiosity. Researchers shoul d make use of a
nore extensive and psychonetrically established neasure of
religiosity such as that constructed by Dreger and Adkins
(1990) or Allport and Ross (1967).
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