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Introduction 

Disengagement from religion is common among adolescents in all kinds of religions in 

the Netherlands. In a longitudinal study on religiousness in the Netherlands (1966-2006) it 

was shown that there is a general secular trend of a decline in religiousness. The trend of the 

declining church affiliation was investigated on behalf of the government by De Hart (2011; 

2014) who particularly looked at decline in church attendance and church membership. Since 

the sixties, when this longitudinal study on religiousness started, it was shown that there is a 

general trend of decrease in church attendance and membership. Most of this decline appears 

to be happening in the age group of 17 to 24 years old (De Hart, 2011; 2014). De Hart and 

others showed that there is a trend especially among adolescents to leave the religion they 

grew up with. Children in general know less about and believe less in the religion of their 

parents, they are also less inclined to pray and reading the bible and are less familiar with 

religious upbringing (De Hart, 2014). On the other hand among the religious young people it 

was noted that there is also a different trend; they show an increase in strictness. Compared to 

older church members there is an increase of church attendance in the group of church going 

young people, a growing number of them think that church regulations ought to be followed 

and there is more trust in the church and its organizational institutes. The intensity of religious 

activity of this group of religious young people is in contrast with the trend of decline in 

religious activities of young people in general.  

In this thesis we try to investigate the motivations of these young people who want to 

stay with or disengage from their church. To investigate this we try to answer the following 

research question: Do attachment style and perceived discrepancy in God images play a role 

in the decision of adolescents to stay or leave their church? The purpose of this study is to 

examine whether, in young adults, attachment style influences the intention to leave the 

church, in combination with perceived conflict from deviating internal and external images of 

God. In order to answer this research question some background knowledge is needed. First 

some definitions that are often used when researching religious subjects are described. 

Following this, the three most influential common categories on religious decline will be 

discussed in three chapters, namely: Chapter 1: Socialization, Chapter 2: Religious/Cognitive 

Development and Chapter 3: Emotional Development. In this thesis only the most important 

theories that are covered by these three umbrella factors are addressed for discussing our 

hypotheses, even though there are many more theories on decline in religion.  
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Definitions in Religious studies 

There are some remarks to be made considering the terms used in this research of the 

decline in religiousness: following a church, having faith and religiosity are not the same 

thing and religiousness and spirituality actually can be part of the same definition, but that is 

not always the case. Most people accept and believe (have faith) in religious constructs like 

heaven or a creator, but are not necessarily connected with a religious institute. The same with 

spirituality: the institutionalized religions dwindle, but self-found spirituality (the exploring of 

the true self, finding the true meaning of life for oneself e.g.) is key in the current religious 

developments. Although the definitions of religiousness and spirituality are not the same, 

there is an overlap: often the people who consider themselves spiritual also consider 

themselves religious and among church outsiders one in four people does not consider 

him/herself as an atheist or agnostic but believes in a religious construct, even though he/she 

is not part of a religious institute (de Hart, 2014). Likewise there is also a difference between 

believing and belonging. When looking in general at believing and belonging three categories 

can be distinguished by self-identification and church attendance: firstly, people who identify 

themselves as religious and attend church (like in Poland and Ireland), they believe and 

belong; secondly people who rarely identify themselves as religious or go to church 

(Sweden), they don’t believe and don’t belong and thirdly there are people in between, who 

don’t go to church very often but who do identify themselves as religious, they don’t belong 

but they do belief (the Netherlands). This illustrates that church attendance has commonalities 

with religiosity but they are not describing the same construct (de Hart, 2014). That people 

identify themselves as religious but do not follow an institute has been made apparent by the 

research of De Boer (2006), De Hart (2014) and several others. Even though church 

attendance is dwindling among adolescents, religiosity or spirituality is not; most of them still 

have a need for spirituality and religiosity (De Boer, 2006; Stolk, 2011). By a survey on 

Dutch, Christian adolescents it was shown that there are different profiles of believing, 

categorized by “self-description”: Christian, Spiritual or Believing and “statements about 

believing” e.g.: “I don’t follow a Church but I do believe” or “I wonder what I actually 

believe and why” (de Boer, 2006). 

When looking at defining oneself as part of a religious institute and how religion is put 

into practice in the Netherlands, Christians are less apparent in this than for instance Turks or 

Moroccans. About 50% of the Moroccans and about 75% of the Turks think that they ought to 

follow the rules of their religion in daily life, whereas this is much lower among Christians 

(De Hart, 2014). This combined with the fact that the biggest decline in church attendance 



Attachment with the church and God 

6 

 

happens in the age group of 17 to 24, leads this research to focus on Dutch adolescents who 

describe themselves as Christian (Catholic and Protestant) and who are connected to a church 

or Christian association.  

The terminology of ‘leaving the church’ is broad and many different terms are 

employed for this in different studies: disengagement, apostasy, dropping out, disaffiliation 

etc. Apostasy is derived from ‘Apostates’: those who abandon faith. Apostasy indicates the 

loss of faith but also the rejection of a specific dictating community as a basis for self-

identification. It is not uncommon that people consider themselves religious, without going to 

church or call themselves Christian more as an ethnicity then as part of a community 

(Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977). As in religious studies, in this thesis the terminology of Hood, 

Hill & Spilka (2009) is followed using the term ‘apostasy’ when talking about leaving the 

church. However as mentioned earlier, those who discontinue church attendance do not have 

to lose personal faith. 

Although there is a trend of growing apostasy in the general Dutch society, this thesis 

especially focusses on the subgroup of self-identifying Christian young people and their 

motivation of why they want to leave their church. 
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Chapter 1: Socialization 

 There are several approaches that explain a decline in religiousness among adolescents 

of which we can say they belong under a common category; one of these is socialization. 

Socialization is the process, which begins at infancy, and whereby one acquires attitudes, 

values, beliefs and habits through social interaction and learns how to deal with these 

(Colman, 2008). Socialization happens under influence of parents, teachers, friends/peers, 

communities etc. and through education, friendships and upbringing. 

Apostasy or decline in religious expression during adolescence was widely researched, 

mostly during the seventies and eighties of the previous century (Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; 

Hunsberger & Brown, 1984). There are several theories on why religious decline happens 

mostly during this period in life and so far there is no consensus between these theories. The 

longest standing assumptions are the secularizing effect of higher education, socialization 

with peers, upbringing and deviance against norms (Uecker, Regnerus & Vaaler, 2007). 

Normative deviance is both described in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3; deviance against norms is 

facilitated through socialization but deviance in adolescence begins through the changing 

emotions that is part of the emotional development. 

 

1.1 Socialization through the influence of education  

Going to college or university is one of the most mentioned reasons why adolescents 

generally decrease in religiosity. The environment of the university is a breeding ground for 

apostasy according to Caplovitz and Sherrow (1977). In their study a linear relationship 

between education and apostasy was found. Due to higher education the intellectual horizon 

of adolescents is broadened, and at the same time they come into contact with other cultures, 

values, morals and ideas; which ultimately helps to shape their own values, morals and ideas. 

Socialization through peers, whom they meet at the university, may influence adolescents to 

de-convert from or re-/devalue their religion, thereby contributing to apostasy. Another 

contributing factor is the challenge to incorporate actively practicing a religion in their daily 

routine of studying, student association activities, partying etcetera, especially when the 

adolescents live away from home. During college most adolescents live away from home on 

campus. When the parents are not around to reinstate the habit of practicing the religion, most 

adolescents don’t continue to practice their religion on a regular basis (Uecker et al., 2007). In 

contrast it was shown that when college students live at home, with their parents, there is 

much less decline in religious identification and active participation with religious institutes 

(Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977). 
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Through the socialization effects of education: coming into contact with different 

(social) values through teachers/peer/friends, an encouraged critical attitude and less re-

enforcement from parents results in contributing less importance to or total devaluation of 

religion of upbringing. However education can also strengthen the socialization effects of 

upbringing and thereby increase religiousness. Examples of this are visible in (sectarian) 

religious communities that disapprove of public schools. These communities are often strict in 

their religious upbringing and closely monitor their followers. Within these communities the 

children are often homeschooled or go to a school that is run by the community. This way the 

children come in contact only with peers and teachers etc. that have the same ideas, values 

and beliefs that are condoned by the community. As the community values are strengthened, 

the outside world with other ideas, values and so on, are denigrated to ensure that the young 

members of the community stay and become dedicated adult members (Van Eck & Van 

Twist, 2015). 

Through education the values and ideas can change or strengthen, but the socialization 

process starts with the upbringing that parents give their child which influences also education 

choice and friendships. 

 

1.2 The socialization effect of upbringing 

Parents want to pass on their morals, values and ideas to their children, so that they 

can grow up to be adults that the parents can be proud of. One of those primary values that 

parents pass on to their children is religion. Parents often use religion to provide their children 

with a stable set of moral and values (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy & Waite, 1995).  

Having children often enhances the religiosity of many young, married parents; 

whereas young adults who do not have children or have children but are not married are less 

likely to join and attend religious services (Stolzenberg et al., 1995). One of the most used 

arguments to explain this enhancement is that the parents seek tools with which they can 

provide their children with a core set of moral values and attitudes to live by. Young families 

experience more emotional support and social contacts with like-minded people when they 

are members of a church (Stolzenberg et al., 1995). The age of the child(ren) also influences 

the degree of religiosity of the parents. When the children are at ‘school age’ the religiosity of 

the parents tends to increase. For instance when during this time children are sent to Sunday 

school and the parents often tend to go with them to church (Argue, Johnson & White, 1999; 

Stolzenberg et al.,1995). However, parents only experience support from their community 

when they are not considered to be too young for parenthood. If they are considered to be too 
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young, by the community, then this often results in a distancing from the church and the 

community (Rindfuss, Swicegood & Rosenfeld, 1987). 

Parents can increase religiosity through the upbringing, but it can also decrease 

religiosity of the children over time. Having children increases the religiosity of the parents, 

but only during school age, when the children grow older the religiosity of the parents 

stabilizes or declines (Stolzenberg et al., 1995). When parents start to pay less attention to 

religious upbringing this also effects the religiosity of the adolescent. De Boer (2006) showed 

that in households, where there was less openness and opportunity to talk about religion, 

children showed less interest in religion; even though they were originally brought up within a 

Christian tradition. The influence of parents is also visible in the longitudinal research of De 

Hart (2014); it was shown that children know less about their religion than their parents and 

likewise their parents less than their parents. Uecker et al. (2007) concluded that if parents do 

not teach their children about the religious tradition and do not continuously keep affirming it, 

then they fail to ‘teach the language’ of their religion. This results in young adults who do not 

or barely speak the language of the religion of their parents, which can consequently result in 

a devaluation of religion. 

 

1.3 Socialization of religious ideas through peers 

 Peers and friends influence the ideas and values of an individual, but especially during 

middle/high school and university. In this period of life adolescents start to actively form their 

own opinions. In what way peers influence an adolescent depends on the context; the kind of 

peers and friends one has are influenced by the environmental factors like parents, school, 

extracurricular activities and clubs and the community. Peer pressure and belonging to in- or 

out-groups are a few of the most influential social motivators of behavior which are 

extensively researched in sociology and psychology. Peer pressure is fueled by the need to be 

accepted, to belong to the in-group. To be part of the in-group adolescents often change 

(down play or enhance) their (religious) attitudes, values or behavior in order to conform with 

the group.  

 An individual’s initial (religious) beliefs and behavior are a result of the socializing 

influence of its family. But when the individual is moving away from its family there is often 

a  decline in religiousness because tradition is no longer reinforced. However, when close 

bonds of friendship are maintained with peers who are also religious then decline of 

religiousness is much less; these friends have a reinforcing effect on religiosity next to the 

socializing effect of parents (Roberts, Koch & Johnson, 2001). This effect of peers/friends 
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was shown in the research of Roberts et al. (2001): when there are no friends who go to the 

same church only 39% of the religious adolescents continues to attend to their church. When 

some of their friends attend the church, 76 % of religious adolescents continue to attend to 

church. Compared to the adolescents who reported that all of their friends attend the church 

with them showed the biggest effect of continued church attendance of 92%. Adolescents who 

came from families that were not or only moderate religious, also showed an increase in 

religiousness by the influence of religious peers. Peers and friends can as shown enhance 

religiousness, even so they can also be the incentive to decline in religiousness. However even 

though peers influence the socialization of religion, parents show the most stable and primary 

influence on religion (Regnerus, Smith & Smith, 2004).  

 

1.4 Socialization effects on religion and religiousness in the Netherlands 

When looking at the above mentioned researches on the influence the different parts of 

socialization on religion it is striking that most of this research is done in the United States of 

America (USA). There are many differences in the society of the USA compared with the 

Dutch society, not excepting religiousness. On these grounds it is questionable to state that 

socialization also plays a big part in religious development in Dutch society. A limited 

amount of research has been done that specifically looked at the religiousness of Dutch 

society. Already mentioned were the research by De Hart (2011; 2014), who researched 

religiosity in the Netherlands in general and the research by De Boer (2006), who researched 

the attitudes of young adults concerning religion, belief, the church and meaningfulness. 

Furthermore there is also the research of Vermeer, Janssen & Scheepers (2012), who 

specifically looked at religious transmission and parenting. They found that, on average, in 

the Netherlands, adolescents were raised in a moderately religious environment. Generally 

their parents attended church on an irregular basis, and Bible reading and prayer were usually 

not actively performed on a regular daily basis in most families. Despite this modest level of 

religious activity, according to the respondents themselves, religion was not unimportant to 

their parents. This research indicates that also in the Netherlands, socialization plays some 

role in religious development, with the reservation of the authors that, given the high standard 

deviations in their research, differences between Dutch, Christian families may be large 

Vermeer et al. (2012). The limited amount of research done, specifically on religious 

development in Dutch society, underlines the necessity of more research specified to the 

Netherlands. 
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As shown in this first chapter, parents are a huge influence on the socialization in the 

context of religion. Not only through upbringing but also through education and peer/friends. 

But to what degree parental influence takes hold in an adolescent is dependent on the 

emotional relationship between the individual and the parents (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). 

This stresses the importance of the role emotional development when researching the decline 

in religion. This will be discussed more in depth in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 2: Religious and Cognitive Development 

 To investigate religious growth or decline in young adults it is critical to know how 

and to what extend ideas about religion develop. Religious developmental theories were 

formulated by using several cognitive developmental theories. 

 

2.1 Religious development 

A factor that could also partially explain a decrease of faith during adolescence is the 

cognitive development: while children think literal, adolescents think more and more 

abstractly as their brain develops (Hood et al., 2009). The ability of abstract reasoning is 

important for the cognitive and religious development, especially during life situations 

because they tend to have influence on the change in beliefs and interpretations of religion 

(Van Saane, 2010). There are several theories on cognitive stage development that influenced 

the theories on religious development. The next section describes the most prominent and 

influential theories on cognitive and religious development. 

 

2.1.1 The basis of cognitive (religious) development through Piaget 

Piaget was the first to investigate cognitive development in children. Nowadays his 

work is criticized a lot, but he stood at the beginning of the theoretical evolvement of 

cognitive development and, by inspiring others, indirectly also of religious development 

theories.  

Piaget distinguished four stages of cognitive development that reflect different 

reasoning abilities: Sensorimotor stage, Preoperational stage, Concrete Operational stage and 

Formal Operational stage. The Sensorimotor stage describes the stage when children gain 

understanding of the world through sensory and motor interactions. In this stage object 

permanence is developed, which means that objects (or people) are considered to continue to 

exist even though they are not sensory perceived anymore. The Preoperational stage describes 

the stage wherein children are good at representing figures, language or numbers but cannot 

logically reason with them; they are unable to grasp more than one relationship at a time. The 

Concrete Operational stage describes the stage when children gain an understanding about 

multiple concepts and are able to reason about logical, concrete events. The Formal 

Operational stage describes the stage when children are able to move away from specific 

ideas and use complex abstract reasoning, for instance hypothetical thinking. Piaget’s 

cognitive developmental stages have been applied by several researchers investigating the 

religious and/or spiritual development. 
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2.1.2 Development of religious denomination conception by Elkind 

The conception of one’s religious denomination is a natural result of mental 

development according to Elkind (1962), components of intelligence like conversation, search 

for representation, search for relation and search for comprehension are critical in religious 

development. He distinguished four dimensions of knowledge to religious denominational 

conception: a knowledge of property that is common in all members of the same 

denomination, knowledge that class memberships are compatible or incompatible with 

membership in a particular denomination,  a knowledge of how membership of such a 

denomination is gained or lost and a knowledge of symbols/characteristics by which a 

member of a denomination is recognized (Elkind, 1962). These four dimensions of knowledge 

about a denomination have been developed into three different age related stages of 

conception. First there is the stage of over and under-differentiated conception of religious 

denomination, when a child is approximately 5-6 years old. It is under-differentiated 

considering the fact that there is no distinction between religious, national and racial names 

and characteristics. The conception of religious denomination is over-differentiated in a sense 

that having a religious denomination excludes having a nationality or ethnic race. At the 

second stage the child (during 7-9 years old) has a specific differentiation of the concept of 

religious denomination. There can be confusion between religious, national or racial names 

and characteristics, but according to the child, one could have a denomination of religion, 

nationality or race at the same time. The denominations are differentiated by specific 

characteristics like: unique practices, observances and symbols. At the last stage, in 10-12 

year olds, the child is able to true or abstractly differentiate between concepts of his/her own 

denomination. The child is able to recognize that all the denominations have commonalities in 

faith or belief and that they differ only in object(s) of worship in their belief (Elkind, 1961). 

These stages, in that necessary order of development in relation to age, correspond with 

Piaget’s developmental stages; and the emerging of religious understanding in children is in 

agreement with the progression of Piaget’s stages (Elkind, 1961; 1962; 1963). 

 

2.1.3 The Goldman developmental theory on religious thinking 

 Religious thinking is no different than any other kind of thinking, therefore the 

development of religious thinking must go through the same cognitive developmental stages 

as Piaget’s, according to Goldman (1964). Theology is something for adults but there is no 

doubt that children form series of religious concepts and develop a theological frame of 

reference, these concepts are constantly changing with the development of thinking about God 
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and the child’s own activities in the world. Religious concepts are dependent on general 

experiences, verbal association and verbal interpretation. The concept of God is a result from 

elaboration, combination and interpretation of concepts such as “father”, “home” etc. The 

concept of God is dependent on previous experiences, not just in naming but also in 

understanding of significant features of the previous concepts (for instance the experience of 

the role of father in relation to the child). However, there is, according to Goldman, a 

difference between religious thinking concerning the level of religious teachings, concrete 

thinking (about religious content) and the overall capacity of adolescents for higher, more 

abstract (formal operational) religious thinking.  

 

2.1.4 Kohlberg’s moral judgement development and religion 

Building on Piaget’s belief that the moral judgments of children derive from their 

cognitive development, Kohlberg attempted to identify cognitive stages that underlie the 

development of moral thinking (Kohlberg, Levine & Hewer, 1983). Kohlberg proposed that 

individuals go through three broad levels of moral development, each with several sub stages. 

Each stage is distinguished by moral reasoning that is more complex, more comprehensive, 

more integrated, and more differentiated than the reasoning of the earlier stages. The pre-

conventional level with sub stages 1 and 2; Sub stage 1: Punishment & Obedience orientation; 

morality is based on avoidance of punishment, very self-interested focused on the 

consequences regardless of human meaning attached to those consequences. Sub stage 2: 

Instrumental Relativist orientation; focus lies on instrumental needs and satisfaction that 

determine if something is right. The conventional level, with sub stages 3 and 4, exists of 

gaining approval (or avoiding disapproval) of another. Sub stage 3: Interpersonal 

Concordance, the person is driven by pleasure-giving behavior to others in order to gain 

approval. Sub stage 4: Law & Order orientation: the focus here is predominantly on social 

rules and order, authority and strict rules are most important. The Post-conventional level with 

sub stages 5 and 6, is identified by concern for morality as abstract principles; individuals can 

detach themselves from social groups with their principals of morality of their own if the 

circumstances require this. Sub stage 5: Social-contract/legalistic orientation; there is 

recognition of the relative nature of personal values and the importance to have rules to reach 

consensus. One can differentiate between legal rules and individual differences of opinion 

depending on the situation. Sub stage 6: Universal Ethical Principle orientation; an individual 

can define what is right in its own conscience, consistent with its own abstract ethical 
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principles, but with a sense of responsibility and consideration to others. There is a clear 

emphasis on universality, consistency, logic, and rationality. 

The link between religious development and moral development has been frequently 

researched, but a causal relationship, between the two, so far has not been shown. Kohlberg 

emphasizes that religion has no unique cause in basic moral values, the developments are not 

directly and causally related. The moral development, however, can stimulate thinking and 

talking about religious growth. Because every religion has much to say about morality, the 

understanding of the way how moral development occurs is certainly relevant to the 

communication and understanding of moral issues at different ages. 

 

2.2 Combining cognitive and religious developmental stage theories 

 Reich (1993a; 1993b) tried to combine all the different cognitive, morality and 

religious developmental stage theories to one unified approach. He divided the theories in 

hard and soft stage theories. Hard (cognitive) stages describe organized systems of action 

(first-order problem solving). The stages are qualitatively different from each other, and 

follow an unchanging sequence with a clear developmental logic: a later stage denotes greater 

complexity and improved problem-solving capacity. Each hard stage integrates the preceding 

stage and logically requires the elements of the prior stage. The theories of Piaget, Elkind, 

Goldman and Kohlberg are considered hard stage theories. On the other hand there are soft 

stages like the developmental stage theories of Oser and Fowler, that emphasize and include 

more elements of affective (emotional) or reflective characteristics that do not follow a unique 

developmental logic; a person is able to flow back and forth between the different stages 

(Reich, 1993a). Cognitive, hard stage, theories about religion always were considered more 

important in science. Nowadays the importance of cognitive theories raises more criticism. 

There is a call for more attention to the influence of emotional development (Boyatzis, 2005). 

Soft stage religious developmental theories that put more emphasis on emotional 

characteristics like Oser’s and Fowler’s theories are set out in Chapter 3. 

This chapter has shown how an understanding of religion (and inherently through this 

forming of religiousness) develops and how this is affected by cognitive changes that occur 

through the development from child- to adulthood. How a person ascribes meaning to ideas 

and concepts, copes with conflicts is dependent on the kind of reference frame this person 

uses. In which way a person is able to do this, is dependent on the cognitive development. In 

this research we want to focus mainly on the emotional changes that influences the decision 

on church leaving when dealing with conflict. On the other hand, in order to deal with any 
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(religious) conflict, there has to be an understanding on (religious) abstract ideas and 

concepts. Therefore cognitive development does play a large part in apostasy, and is 

important to our research. However we want to argue through Chapter 3 (and our own 

research) that the cognitive approach is not the only developmental approach that influences 

such decisions on leaving or staying with one’s religion; emotional development and changes 

are equally important to be taken into consideration.   
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Chapter 3: Emotional Development 

During adolescence the emotional development is subject to a lot of changes. Personal 

opinions, values and ideas are (more specifically) formed during this time of a child’s 

development; which are grossly influenced by the emotional development and happenings 

that a child experienced. It seems obvious that emotional transition periods in adolescence, 

such as moving away to college and shifting emotional bonds, are often significant in altering 

religious (and other) behaviors. Likewise emotional connections play a big part in 

socialization. Parenting practices, such as monitoring children’s praying, taking them to 

church are behaviors towards a specific socialization goal (see also Chapter 1 where the 

parental influence on religious socialization specifically is treated). However it is found that 

the effectiveness of parenting practices towards religious socialization are enhanced by 

parenting style. Parenting style is the general emotional climate in the family, which conveys 

the parents’ general feeling about the child. Parenting style thus serves as a general emotional 

context that affects the relationship between specific parenting practices and specific 

developmental outcomes. This also implies that the emotional climate in the family affects the 

effectiveness of certain parenting practices in achieving specific socialization goals; the more 

optimal the emotional climate, the more effective it will be and vice versa (Darling & 

Steinberg, 1993).  

Since this emotional relationship with parents may influence the course of religion so  

significantly, in decline or increase for adolescents; it is surprising that there has not been 

more interest for this, in religious research. The emotional relationship with parents, taken 

together with the emotional transitions and the forming of personal ideas and values for adult 

personality through emotional development, are arguments that emotional development plays 

a very important role in adolescent (religious) growth. Therefore more attention should be 

paid to influence of the emotional development in research about religion. Throughout the 

two chapters so far little attention has been paid to the personal relationship and attachment 

that Christian adolescents have with their church and their God. However in this thesis 

another explanation of why people leave the church will be investigated: the psychological 

construct of attachment, to see if there are predictable emotional connections between 

attachment and individual and normative images of God. 

In this chapter at first the soft (emotional based) cognitive developmental stages will 

be discussed, secondly the emotional development of attachment will be explained and finally 

the way of how emotional development relates to religious development. 
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3.1 Developmental stages of faith by Fowler 

 Fowler combines Piaget’s cognitive stages and Kohlberg’s moral development in his 

theory on developmental stages of faith (Fowler, 1981). By the way of trust child develops 

confidence and self-esteem; through this the child is able to be loyal to something/someone 

and dedicate him/herself to someone or something. In the development of faith the maturation 

of logics, rationality and conviction play a role; these are connected to intelligence, morality 

and being able to look at different perspectives. This way Fowler combined cognitive and 

moral development. He distinguished several stages of faith: the first stage is the Primal faith: 

the beginnings of emotional trust through contact, care, early play etc. Basic trust is a 

condition that has to be met for development of faith. The second stage is Intuitive/Protective 

faith: imagination is combined with perception and feelings to create faith images (God image 

is one of these). In this stage the images are strongly influenced by the images and tales 

parents carry out. The third stage is the Mythical/Literal faith: this stage is colored by logical 

thinking. There is a difference between reality and fantasy and the child can appreciate 

perspectives of others. Through this difference between fantasy and reality a child can use 

stories for structure and giving meaning to life. But the beliefs are quite literal and there is not 

yet an understanding of abstract concepts yet like religious symbols. With the start of 

adolescence, the fourth stage, Synthetic/Conventional faith emerges. This stage relies on 

abstract ideas and gives a longing for a more personal relationship with faith, based on 

personal reflections on the past and future. The fifth stage, Individual/reflective faith, involves 

critical examination of personal beliefs and values that have been formed until then. There is a 

change from relying on authority figures to the authority within the self. During the sixth 

stage, Conjunctive faith, there is an acceptance and unification of opposites and contradictions 

which nullifies the strain that contradicting ideas can give. Dialogical knowing develops in 

this stage, the individual is open to the multiple perspectives of a complex world. Lastly the 

seventh stage, Universalized faith is described: a relatively rare final stage that involves a 

oneness with the power of being or with God, as well as commitment to love, justice, and 

overcoming oppression and violence.  

 Fowler sees faith as a set of deep core beliefs, values and images of power that may 

vary individually. Faith involves stories and images that give guidance and direction to one’s 

life; his stages of faith aim to describe patterned operations of knowing and valuing that 

underlie our consciousness (Fowler, 1981). His seven faith stages are successive, but almost 

no one undergoes the development through all the seven stages. Fowler claims that people 
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who achieve the universalizing stage of faith are in danger of premature death because of their 

confrontational involvement in solving serious problems in the world. 

 

3.2 The theory of Oser: the aspect of religious judgement in religious development 

 Oser focusses on a specific aspect of religious development, namely religious 

judgment. In his research there are five stages identified of religious judgement in the 

relationship with an ultimate being (God). Individuals move from a stage of believing that 

God intervenes unexpectedly in the world and that God’s power guides human beings (Stage 

1), through belief in a still external and all-powerful God who punishes or rewards, depending 

on good or bad deeds (“Give so that you may receive”) Stage 2. Individuals in Stage 3 begin 

to think of God as somewhat detached from their world and as wielding less influence, with 

people generally responsible for their own lives, since they can now distinguish between 

“transcendence” (God’s existence outside the created world) and “immanence” (God’s 

presence and action from within). In Stage 4 people come to realize both the necessity and the 

limits of autonomy, recognizing that freedom and life stem from an Ultimate Being, who is 

often perceived to have a “divine plan” that gives meaning to life. Finally, in Stage 5 the 

Ultimate Being is realized through human action via care and love; there is universal and 

unconditional religiosity (Oser, 1991).  

These religious judgment stages develop not in a fixed rate; even though a greater 

insight and understanding from the person is necessary to follow through the subsequent 

stages, one can fluently move back and forth between these stages. The religious judgement 

stages influence the way a person sees God, and how much of an influence God has in a 

person’s life. For instance in Stage 1, God is a very active player, He can intervene and 

change all kinds of things in a person’s life; versus Stage 5 where there is more of a passive 

influence, the presence of God can be detected through the actions that a person undertakes, 

like acts of compassion or forgiveness.  

 

3.3 Deviance and Cognitive Dissonance in decline of religiousness  

Adolescence is often marked by deviant behavior against parents, most common are 

rebellions against churches and schools; thus reducing the incentive of (active) church 

membership (Stolzenberg et al., 1995). This deviant behavior against parents is based on the 

changing emotional labels that children give their parents, other relationships, situations and 

circumstances. In such deviant behavior there is often exposure to, and participation in, 

behavior that is not in line with the teachings of religious traditions (e.g. drinking, smoking 
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and sexual activity). This can lead to cognitive dissonance: the difference between what, in 

this example, the adolescent is doing, and what he/she thinks he/she ought to be doing in 

accordance with what has been learnt at home. Likewise dissonance can occur when scientific 

arguments are felt to be contradictory to religious convictions (Uecker et al., 2007). Such 

dissonance can lead to distancing from the church, downplaying of importance to religion or 

entire disassociation from religion. 

According to Slee (1986; 1987) religious thinking uses several cognitive processes, 

including religious images, basic religious concepts, beliefs and interpretations of such images 

and concepts. The changing of beliefs, interpretations and identity development result in 

attitudes that become more negative toward religion, when children reach puberty and 

adolescence (Greer, 1981; Tamminen, 1991; Turner, 1980).  

 

3.4 The emotional change in parental relationships influencing religiousness 

Parents exercise their authority during childhood, the way they do this influences the 

social and emotional skills of their children. The parenting styles show little change during the 

growth from child to adolescent. The changes in parenting are not in style, but in the patterns 

of interaction with family members (Roberts, Block & Block, 1984). In mid-adolescence 

family interactions are rigid and marked by arguments, while at the end of adolescence family 

interactions have become more flexible and responsive to arguments. The change in 

interaction for adolescents is more about gaining influence and equality (Steinberg, 1981). To 

get through this change of autonomy young adolescents often retaliate against the order of the 

parents, they show deviant behavior in order to discover and establish their own values (see 

previous subsection). Autonomy here is defined as separation from parents. This definition 

strongly emphasizes the interpersonal distance between the adolescent and his or her parents, 

as perceived by the adolescent. Not only a change of behavior and values, but also the 

emotional support systems change the nature of interaction with adolescents and parents. 

During adolescence there is a shift from the primary, basic source of emotional support from 

parents to multiple support systems of parents, friends, colleagues etc.  

In apostasy among adolescents not only pubescent deviance against parents is of 

influence, but also the factor of poor parental relations (Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977). Several 

other researchers like Hunsberger (1976) and Lawton & Bures (2001) researched the parental 

relations and apostasy among adolescents. Hunsberger suggested that apostasy seems to be 

related to a lack of parental emphasis on religion, rather than a rebellion against parents or 

society. This is in line with findings of De Boer (2006, Chapter 5). She found that in families 
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that did not discuss religious issues openly, there was a bigger decline in religiousness of the 

children. In contrast, in families where there was room to talk about religious issues, the 

adolescents generally showed more interest in religion and showed a higher, more stable, 

church attendance rate. Hunsberger (1976) also found evidence that apostates have poorer 

relationships with their parents, but these poorer relationships could be either a cause or a 

result of apostasy. Lawson & Bures’s research (2001), however, suggests that a poor 

relationship with parents is likely to precede disengagement from religion.  

 

3.5 Attachment as fundamental basis for (religious) relationships 

That the relationship a child develops with its parents, stands at the beginning of all 

kinds of different parts in psychological development toward adulthood (e.g. autonomy, 

confidence, social skills, coping strategies etc.).   

The Attachment Theory describes how the psychological basis of building and 

maintaining relationships develops in infancy. Attachment is defined as a behavioral 

(evolutionary) construct that insures people connect with each other. Attachment starts early 

in life when, still as a baby, the child tends to select the caregiver who has spent the most time 

caring for the child as its principal attachment figure, that is, the one person whom the child 

prefers to use above all others as a secure base for exploration and as a safe haven when 

alarmed. It is possible for a child to develop more than one of such attachments with different 

people (Bowlby, 1973).  

The development of the child’s understanding of a safe haven and a secure base 

depends on the caregiver’s perceptiveness and reactions to the child’s emotions. This means 

that a child whose caregiver is receptive to the child’s emotions and reacts adequately can be 

confident enough to go out and explore, knowing that the caregiver will not disappear; but 

when the child gets distressed during exploration it knows it can go back to the caregiver 

where it will be soothed. The primary caregiver’s sensitivity to the child’s signals of distress 

determines the nature of the child’s cognitive–affective representations of self and others. 

Individual differences in such representations are believed to be underlying of the security or 

insecurity in attachment behaviors. When an insecure attachment is formed, it means that the 

primary caregiver was not always sensitive enough about the child’s distress. This leads to 

more emotional distress when the caregiver is not present or is not able to provide security. 

The type of attachment style a child develops will influence the development of its 

relationships and social skills with other people for the rest of its life. An attachment style can 

predict certain behavior in establishing relationships with others. When a person has a secure 



Attachment with the church and God 

22 

 

attachment style in adolescence, behavior tends to be mostly focused on emotional and 

cognitive independence from the caregivers. Furthermore, people with a secure attachment are 

better in monitoring and regulating their own emotions and stress (Allen, Porter, McFarland, 

McElhaney & Marsh, 2007). A person with an insecure attachment style has more likeliness 

to develop a sensitivity towards rejection, compulsive care-seeking and over-dependency, 

because of their insecurity about their safe base if he/she is reliable (Lorenzini & Fonagy, 

2013).  

The attachment style has an influence on the kind of relationships a person forms, in 

the case of this thesis, a relationship with one’s God and with the related (religious) 

community. The focus of this thesis lies on the attachment style, which influences the nature 

of the relationships a person forms with other people, in the relationship with one’s God and 

with the related (religious) community.  

 

3.6 Development of God representations 

To have an attachment with God, there has to be a representation, an image of God in 

one’s mind. A God representation or God Image is how God is experienced and perceived by 

an individual. A God representation can take many different forms: it may be a wrathful God 

or a loving father-figure, inspired by the Bible (Van Saane, 2010). Likewise God can be 

interpreted as just a word for a higher power or “something we cannot understand; God is 

something inside us (humans)”, according to Dutch, Christian adolescents concluded from a 

survey (De Boer, 2006). An individual’s image or representation of God changes over time, 

and moreover it does not have to be the same image of God that has been preached and taught 

by the religious institute (Schaap-Jonker, 2004).  

Within every stage of development from child to adult, there is a God representation 

present and each developmental stage has its own religious questions and difficulties through 

which the individual’s expectations and image of God are adjusted. The child’s image of God, 

which is thus a significant part of its religious development, partly depends on a child’s 

cognitive development of combining memory, fantasy, interpretations and integration of life 

experiences. Harms (1944) identified three stages in the development of the concept of God: 

Fairytale stage, Realistic stage and Individualistic stage. In the Fairytale stage children (3 to 6 

years old) see God as they know him from stories, this is no difference from other characters 

from (fairytale) stories. In the Realistic stage (6 to 11 years old) God is viewed more as 

human, a concrete entity. In the Individualistic stage, during adolescence, God is viewed in a 
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more personal individual way; there are different concepts of God per individual, according to 

personal preference and needs.  

 

3.6.1 Rizzuto’s development of God images 

Rizzuto is one of the first who researched and developed theories about the image of 

God. She used Freud’s theories as a basis which she expanded and used this in her own 

theories about God images from a psychoanalytic perspective. According to Freud (1910): 

“…it has shown us that a personal God is, psychologically, nothing other than an exalted 

father...” (p. 80). From Freud’s predominantly male perspective a boy uses the image of his 

own father to form an image of God. However not only the father is used to provide a God 

image, but also representations of the mother or other significant people, and according to 

Rizzuto (1979), the emotional part of the God image reflects subjective experiences of God 

that are associated with a person’s internalized relational dynamics which have their origins in 

early interactions with parents, this can be both positive and negative. For example in 

Rizzuto’s research, in her case study of David Miller: God is portrayed as frightening, based 

on the representations of his strict father (Rizzuto, 1979). On the other hand God is often 

visualized as strict but fair, this visualization is based on how most parents are in relation to 

their children. 

There can be a difference between representations of God, the personalized 

representation (how one personally sees God) and the doctrinal representation (the 

representation according to the religious culture) (Schaap-Jonker, 2004; Schaap-Jonker, 

Eurlings-Bontekoe, Zock & Jonker, 2007; Zahl & Gibson, 2012). When there is a discrepancy 

between the internal, personal image of God and the external, normative image of God, this 

may lead to inner conflict and stress (Schaap-Jonker, 2011; Schaap-Jonker et al., 2007). An 

example of this is when a child is terminally ill: the normative image of God is that God is a 

savior to the innocents and good Christians, but this image does not match the personal image 

of the Christian parents who try to understand why their innocent child has to suffer so much. 

This difference in images leads to high conflict and stress while trying to keep having faith. 

 

3.7 An attachment with God 

The believers’ perceived relationships with God develop from their attachment-related 

experiences with primary caregivers. Kaufman (1981; as described in Kirkpatrick, 2005) 

described God as the ideal attachment figure, God is always there in moments of crisis; while 

human attachment figures are fallible and therefore not perfectly trustworthy (they are after 



Attachment with the church and God 

24 

 

all, human). There is much research and evidence that support the idea that religion, in 

particular a perceived relationship with God, serves as a safe haven in times of distress or 

threat. More specifically, people turn to prayer, rather than to the church, in times of 

emotional distress; this because God is immediately available through prayer when crisis 

arises, while the church (or its ministers) is not (Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi,1975; Spilka, 

Hood & Gorsuch, 1985 as described in Kirkpatrick, 1992). When looking at how God is 

represented in the Christian faith it is hardly a surprise that God can be an attachment figure, 

the imagery and language used by Christians to voice their beliefs is strongly represented by 

attachment wording. He is called the Father who looks out for you, God or Jesus is by one's 

side, holding one's hand, or holding one in his arms. This enables believers (by their own 

accounts) to cope with stress and face the trials and tribulations of the world (Kirkpatrick & 

Shaver, 1990). 

The image that one has of him/herself and the internalized relational dynamics all play 

a crucial role in the forming the image of God (Rizzuto, 1979). These are precisely the things 

that are constructed through the influence of attachment style. The idea that attachment is one 

of the underlying core aspects of individual differences in religious beliefs and religious 

behaviors was suggested by Kirkpatrick (1992). Kirkpatrick’s application of the Attachment 

Theory to religion includes the theory that even though God is invisible and believers have no 

concrete physical interaction history with God, their perceived relationships with the divine 

nevertheless sometimes meet established criteria for defining attachment relationships.  

 

3.7.1 Compensation & Correspondence Theory in an attachment relationship with God 

Kirkpatrick developed two theories in which Attachment Theory is used to describe a 

relationship with God: the Compensation Theory and Correspondence Theory (Kirkpatrick, 

1992; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). The Compensation Theory follows that God is a 

compensational attachment figure when the primary attachment figure (parent) is not 

available or inadequate. Thus people who have not had secure relationships with their parents 

(or other primary caregivers) may be inclined to compensate for this absence by believing in a 

loving, personal and available God. Against this, Kirkpatrick & Shaver (1990) set out the 

mental model hypothesis: predicting that religiousness may be at partially determined by early 

attachment relationships; for people to model their religious beliefs on the attachment 

relationships they experienced early in their lives. In their study they did not find evidence for 

this mental model hypothesis, however there was evidence for the Compensation Theory. 
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When looking at the time leading to conversion most people recalled relational and 

severe emotional stress, these recurrent themes of lost or disrupted love relationships, family 

problems, and severe emotional distress represent the very sorts of circumstances in which 

people are likely to seek the safe haven provided by an attachment figure: in this case, God 

(Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). However even though Kirkpatrick & Shaver (1990) did not 

find evidence for their mental model hypothesis; they did find that accounts of attachment to 

parents suggested a positive association between security of attachment and socialization-

based religiosity. People who have a secure attachment style would be expected to view God, 

like their human relationship partners, as an available and responsive attachment figure who 

loves and cares for them, whereas avoidant persons would be more likely to see God as 

remote and inaccessible, or cold and rejecting, or simply nonexistent (Kirkpatrick, 1992). This 

is described in the Correspondence Theory which, in contrast with Compensation Theory, 

shows that the attachment with parents is corresponding to the relationship one has with one’s 

God. In their research Kirkpatrick & Shaver (1990) found that people who classified 

themselves as secure were significantly more likely than those who were classified as 

avoidant, to view God as more loving, less controlling, and less distant/inaccessible. People 

with an avoidant attachment style showed significantly less religious commitment than people 

with a secure attachment style, and were more likely to classify themselves as agnostic than 

the other groups. Anxious subjects generally fell in between the secure and avoidant groups 

on how they view God. 

 

3.7.2 The research of Granqvist on Attachment relationships with God 

In order to explain how the two, seemingly contradictory, theories of Compensation 

and Corresponding could coincide next to each other, Granqvist & Hagekull (1999) suggested 

that secure attachment facilitates the socialization of children to parental religion, whereas 

insecure attachment does not. Thus, those with secure childhood attachments become 

religious if their parents are religious, but not if their parents are not, those with insecure 

childhood attachments follow the opposite pattern. Granqvist referred to this process as 

Socialized Correspondence. Here the Correspondence refers to the parallel between one’s 

religious beliefs and one’s parents’ beliefs, rather than as before in Kirkpatrick’s theory, 

between one’s religious beliefs and security of one’s own (prior experienced) attachment 

style.  

Kirkpatrick reacted to the Socialized Correspondence by arguing that there is a 

difference between immediate and delayed corresponding effects on religiousness 
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(Kirkpatrick, 1999). The effects that are (more) immediate correspond with mental models of 

self/others and God in a specific time, therefore religiousness and attachment are concurrent 

in correspondence. In contrast as corresponding effects are delayed, it was hypothesized that 

religiosity of insecure people is more tied to attachment system dynamics; religiosity 

increases over time to compensate for earlier experienced attachment behavior (Longitudinal 

Compensation). But using the Concurrent Correspondence and Longitudinal hypotheses on 

their own fails not only to predict the religious changes of secure individuals but also to 

account for the theoretically relevant moderating influence of parental religiousness 

(Granqvist, 1998; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). On the other hand, using the Socialized 

Correspondence hypothesis in isolation fails to account for the links observed between 

attachment security and some content aspects of religiousness, such as a loving God image as 

opposed to, for instance, a distant God image (Kirkpatrick, 1998; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 

1992). 

Granqvist (2002) therefore expanded the Correspondence Theory into the Two-level 

Correspondence Theory to combine Concurrent Correspondence and Longitudinal 

Compensation with Socialized Correspondence. The first level in Correspondence Theory is 

the primary mechanism of social learning of parental standards in the context of a secure 

relationship, and the second level of Correspondence Theory is a secondary effect, reflecting 

mental models correspondence between self/other and God. This secondary effect of mental 

model correspondence is based on repeated positive experiences of sensitive parents. This 

creates a mental model that a child can use when a parent/caregiver is not directly available 

after experiencing stress. Thus in this second level, God is as a mental model, corresponding 

with the attachment of parents (Granqvist & Hagekull, 2001). 

 

3.7.3 Attachment style as an influence on religiosity and apostasy 

“…and it brings us evidence  every day of how young people lose their religious 

beliefs as soon as their father’s authority breaks down” (Freud, 1910, p. 80). In this quote 

Freud connects for the first time religiousness and apostasy through a changing parental 

relationship. More recent the relation between attachment styles and religiosity and apostasy 

is extensively researched by Granqvist (Granqvist & Hagekull, 2001; Granqvist, 2002; 2006; 

Granqvist, Ljungdahl & Dickie, 2007). From these studies it can be concluded that adults and 

adolescents with a secure attachment, and who have parents with a high religiosity, are more 

likely to stay with their church (correspondence hypothesis), while adolescents with insecure 

attachment are more likely to switch according to their needs (compensational hypothesis). 
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Granqvist (2002) showed in his study of 196 adolescents that religiosity of secure attached 

adolescents is stable or increasing slowly over time and is mostly based on the socialization of 

the religious standards of the primary attachment figure (in this research mostly the mother, 

though relationship with father also yielded, though less, significant results). Thereby 

religiosity of secure adolescents is corresponding to parents’ religiousness and adopting 

parental religious standards. On the other hand insecure attached adolescents (to mother) 

showed significant results in decrease of religiousness, but when there was an increase of 

religiousness then it was marked by sudden and intense conversion and religious changes 

during life situations of emotional turmoil. Thus when researching adolescents and apostasy, 

it is expected that adolescents with a secure attachment stay in the church of their (religious 

active) parents while adolescents with an insecure attachment change and convert more easily 

from their church, according to their emotional and affective needs. 

 

3.8 Research questions and hypotheses 

Following Granqvist (2002; 2006) and Schaap-Jonker et al. (2007), it is my 

expectation in this thesis that when the personal image of God is too much in conflict with the 

normative image (the religious culture), adolescents with a secure attachment style will stay 

within their church because they are stable enough to overcome the differences to their 

internal image. For them the family, the congregation, the social foundations are more 

important than those differences. In contrast adolescents with an insecure attachment style use 

the church as a place to have contact with their (primary) attachment figure, God. These 

adolescents experience stress when the God images are conflicting. These differences of 

image are perceived as threatening, as such the adolescents will be more inclined to search for 

a better fitting normative image, trying to diminish their feelings of conflict and better 

regulate their emotions.  

Results from this thesis might help explain the increase of the apostasy among Dutch 

Christian adolescents by employing in-depth developmental psychology. The outcome of this 

study may provide more information on the influence of attachment in daily life. Little is 

known about the specifics of attachment, and most findings and literature are based on studies 

with clinical cases which are (severely) lacking attachment (Allen et al., 2007). The outcome 

of this study might also give religious institutes more insight on what may be missing for 

Dutch adolescents in the institutes’ way of dealing with current issues about religion and 

spirituality.  
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Based on the previous discussed literature and my own expectations the following 

research question was formulated: 

Do attachment style and perceived discrepancy in God images play a role in the 

decision of adolescents to stay or leave their church?  

 

To answer this research question the following hypotheses were formulated: 

1. If there is a discrepancy between the personal image of God and the normative 

image of God, which an individual experiences as a conflict, and one has an insecure 

attachment, then the individual will be more inclined to leave the church, whereas someone 

with a secure attachment will be less or not at all inclined to leave the church.   

 

2. If the personal image of God is consistent with the normative image and there 

is no conflict, then adolescents, regardless of their attachment style will be inclined to stay 

with their church. 

 

The relationships between the variables of the hypotheses are illustrated below in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Relationships between the variables of the religious group  

 

 

Δ = difference 
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Method 

4.1 Participants 

To research our hypotheses, at first the aim was to recruit at least a 100 adolescents, 

between 16 and 21 years old, connected with: a church or religious student association. This 

age-group was selected because it shows the most decline in religiousness and church 

attendance. Next to that the decision-making skills of adolescents have developed enough for 

being able to show their intricate reasoning behind such a decision of leaving the church. 

However, since finding enough participants for this research is very difficult (because they 

rarely, if at all, go to church), it was decided to try to achieve more statistical power by 

including participants from the age of 16 up to 35 years old. It was expected that a larger 

number of participants could be recruited, which would improve the chance of finding 

significant results.   

This study had a random sample of 156 participants, however 54 participants had to be 

excluded because they did not finish the questionnaires, 1 participant had not filled in the 

informed consent, 1 participant was older (40) than the age range (16 to 35). Therefore this 

study consisted of N = 100 eligible participants, 38 were males and 62 were females. The 

participants were on average M = 23,05 years old (SD = 3,996, range = 16 - 35). The majority 

of the sample was well educated, 74 % of the participants completed or were following at 

least an academic or higher vocational schooling.  

 

4.2 Procedure 

Respondents were recruited in different ways. The participants were contacted in the 

period of the end of May through June 2015, through youth organizations of churches, 

religious student associations, email and social media through snowball sampling. The 

churches and student associations were contacted through email and personal contact with the 

researcher, to invite them to participate in this research. Here they received information about 

the study and could indicate if they wanted to cooperate in this study. The churches and 

student associations were free in their manner of bringing the questionnaire under the 

attention of eligible participants. If churches or student association did not react to the 

invitation a reminder was sent after a week, when they did participate contact was made after 

2-3 weeks to assess how recruiting participants was going. At the end of the research the 

churches and student associations, who were interested, could receive a summary of the 

research and the results. The summary was given in order to give the religious institutes 

suggestions on how they could keep their (or attract new) young members.  
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During the assessment, respondents were selected on the inclusion criteria as described 

under the heading ‘Participants’. When a respondent met the inclusion criteria he or she was 

invited to read and sign the informed consent form. After which, the respondents received the 

questionnaires and were asked to complete them as accurately as possible. The respondent 

could choose to complete the questionnaires online or on paper. It takes about 30 minutes to 

complete the questionnaires. After finishing the questionnaires the respondent was thanked 

for volunteering in this study and could enter a lottery for a VVV coupon of €25 as a reward. 

Subsequently all the data was collected and entered into a database of SPSS.  

 

4.3 Measurements 

4.3.1 Attachment style 

To investigate the hypotheses several measurements were used, the first of which is 

the ECR-R, Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (Fraley, Waller & Brennan, 2000). 

To measure attachment-related anxiety, a subscale of the ECR-R will be used. This subscale 

is devised to measure the insecure attachment style, the other subscale that measures 

ambivalent attachment style has not been used. The subscale consists of 18 items, in a rated 

seven point Likert scale rating from 1= strongly disagree till 7= strongly agree. To obtain a 

score on attachment anxiety, the average was calculated, the reliability for this anxious 

attachment subscale was α =.94. The lower one scores on the insecure attachment style, the 

more secure one’s attachment style is. 

 

4.3.2 Internal & external image of God 

To investigate the internal and external image of God, the “Vragenlijst Godsbeeld” 

(VGB) (Schaap Jonker & Eurlings-Bontekoe, 2009 as described in Schaap-Jonker, Eurlings-

Bontekoe & Luyten, 2012) was used. This measurement has a five point Likert scale rating 

from 1= totally not applicable to 5= totally applicable, with two dimensions: experience in the 

relationship with God and perception of God. For the internal image of God the VGB was 

filled in, according to the participant’s own image of God (“when I myself am thinking of 

God, I experience…”). For the external image the same questionnaire was filled in with 

regard to what the participant perceived as normative (“I should experience…”). The internal 

and external image scores were also subtracted from each other in order to measure the 

discrepancy between internal and external subscale images of God. The dimension of 

experience in the relationship with God consists of 17 items which translate into three 

subscales: POS, positive feelings, with a reliability of α =.92 for the internal positive image 
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and α = .94 for the external positive image. ANG, anxiety, with a reliability of α = .77 for 

internal and α = .75 external. Third subscale is BOO, “boosheid” (anger), with a reliability of 

α = .83 for the internal anger image and α = .73 external. The other dimension, perception of 

God, consists of 16 items which translate to three subscales: OSH “ondersteunend handelen” 

(acting supportive), with a reliability of α = .97 for internal image and α = .95 for the external 

image. HSH, “heersend/straffend handelen” (acting ruling/punishing), with a reliability of α = 

.83 internal and α = .82 external. Last subscale is PAS, passive, with a reliability of α = .82 

for internal image and α =.76 for external passive image.  

 

4.3.3 Conflict score 

To investigate how much the conflict of having discrepancies between internal and the 

external image of God was experienced, a conflict scale based on conflict scale (Rahim, 

1983), adjusted to fit the topic of religion, was used. This scale is an 18 item Likert scale, 

ranging from 1= very much disagree to 5= very much agree, with some items also the option 

not applicable was available. An average score of  ‘experiencing conflict’ was calculated, in 

this calculation the option “not applicable” was scored a 0. Examples of the questions are: “I 

usually avoid open discussion of my differences with the church”, “I usually accommodate 

the wishes of my congregation”, “I try to play down the differences to reach a compromise 

between what I believe and what I should believe”, “I experience conflict between what I 

belief for myself and what I should belief according to my church.”  

However when the reliability was checked it was too low, α = .42, this we ascribed to 

the fact that the scale had to be translated and the questions were adjusted to fit the topic of 

religion. Therefore we did a factor analysis with a varimax rotation to investigate if there were 

some common factors in the conflict scale that could be used. With this four underlying 

factors have been discovered with a high enough reliability: Factor 1 “Conflict inschikken” 

(concede to conflict) α = .78, Factor 2 “Conflict discrepancy” α = .77, Factor 3 “Conflict 

actief met voorganger bespreken” (actively talk about conflict with the minister) α = .75 and 

Factor 4 “Conflict vasthouden eigen waarden” (holding on to own values when in conflict) α 

= .71.    

 

4.3.4 Intention to leave score 

To investigate the intention of leaving the church a questionnaire was used that is 

based on several ‘intention to leave work’ questionnaires adjusted to fit the topic of religion 

(De Kruijf, 2014; Estryn-Behar, van der Heijden, Fry & Hasselhorn, 2010; Lee, 2004). This 
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questionnaire consisted out of 16 items, the first five items where about the satisfaction of the 

church, with a five point Likert scale ranging from 1= very unsatisfied to 5= very satisfied. 

An example of an item: “How much are you satisfied with…how the church carries out the 

faith with regard to the content.” The higher the score on satisfaction, the lower the intention 

to leave; therefore these items were reverse scored. The next ten items measured intentions, 

thoughts about leaving the church with a five point Likert scale. The answers ranged from 1= 

very much disagree to 5= very much agree. An example of an item: “It is very likely that I 

will go to another church somewhere in the upcoming six months”. The following items are 

scored in reverse order: item 6: “This community means a lot to me”, item 8: “I feel 

emotionally attached to this church”, and item 10: “I do not often think about leaving the 

church”. Lastly an open question was asked about how often in the last year one had thought 

about leaving their current church. The answers given at the open question have been 

converted to a range score: 0 - 5 times = 1; 6 - 10 times = 2; 11 - 15 times = 3; 16 - 20 = 4 ; > 

20 times = 5. Through this an average score of  ‘intention to leave’ is calculated, α = .91; the 

higher the average score, the higher the intention to leave the church. 

Although it would be better to use participants who actually have left the church, we 

choose to measure whether participants may have the intention to leave the church. That is, 

we assume that people who have already left the church will be difficult to find since most 

contact with the prior religious institutions will be lost. Therefore intention of leaving the 

church will be investigated to heighten the possibility of finding enough eligible respondents. 

This kind of measurement is frequently used to accurately predict the behavior (that which is 

linked to the intention) in the field social and organizational psychology (Estryn-Behar et al., 

2010; Lee, 2004).  

 

4.3.5 Background 

Lastly a demographical questionnaire was made in order to be able to look at, and if 

need be, control for the background of the respondents, in the statistical analyses. In this 

questionnaire items about age, sex, education, church experiences and opinions were asked. 

This questionnaire was not based on previous literature but devised by the researcher herself. 

To interpret the answers of the questionnaires and the relationships between the 

variables the statistical measure program SPSS 22.0 will be used 
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4.4 Design 

This study has a within-group design. Our dependent variable is the intention to leave 

the church. We want to investigate the extent to which the intention to leave the church can be 

predicted by the discrepancy between internal and external image of God (consistent or 

inconsistent), the amount of conflict that is perceived and attachment style. In the two 

hypotheses “Image of God”, with two conditions (image of God consistent; image of God 

inconsistent), “Attachment style”, with two conditions (secure attachment; insecure 

attachment) and “Conflict”, with two conditions (conflict; no conflict), serving as independent 

variables and intention to leave the church as a dependent variable.  

 

4.5 Data analysis 

The first hypothesis: If there is a discrepancy between the personal image of God and 

the normative image of God, that one experiences as conflict, and one has an insecure 

attachment then an individual will be more inclined to leave the church, whereas someone 

with a secure attachment will be less (or not at all) inclined to leave the church. In order to 

investigate this first hypothesis, some sub-questions need to be answered: 

 

1. Does Image Difference Δ lead to Conflict? 

 

To answer this question first the amount of image discrepancy has to be calculated, this by 

making an Image Difference variable (Δ) which will be made by subtracting Internal- and 

External Image of God scores. Then how much conflict is experienced by the adolescent is 

calculated by the average of the responses on the conflict scale (= Conflict score). It is 

expected that there is a positive correlation between Image Difference (Δ) and Conflict score. 

 

2. Adolescents with an insecure attachment leave the church. 

 

To answer this question a regression analysis will be done. It is expected that there is a 

positive correlation between ECR-R scores and leaving the church.  

 

3. Conflict and insecure attachment style lead to leaving the church. 
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To answer this question an interaction variable will be made with which a multiple regression 

analysis will be done. It is expected that there is a positive relationship between the Conflict 

score and insecure attachment (ECR-R scores) with leaving the church.  

 

To test the first hypothesis an Anova will be done. To see, when the participants are 

categorized by attachment style, if Image Difference (Δ), Conflict score and leaving church, 

have a positive relation.  

 

The second hypothesis: If the personal image of God is consistent with the normative 

image, there is no discrepancy, then adolescents regardless of their attachment style will be 

inclined to stay with their church. To test the second hypothesis also an Anova is used. It is 

expected that there will be a negative correlation between Conflict score and Church leaving, 

when categorized by Attachment style.  
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Results 

5.1 Results 

 The correlations and descriptive statistics of the variables insecure attachment (ECR-

R), God image Discrepancy (pos, positive; ang, anxiety; boo, anger; osh, acting supportive; 

hsh, acting ruling/punishing and pas, passive), Conflict (conflict factor 1, concede to conflict; 

conflict factor 2, discrepancy; conflict factor 3, actively talk about conflict with the minister 

and conflict factor 4, holding on to own values when in conflict) and Intention to leave the 

church are shown in Table 1., and correlations are also shown in Figure 2.  

In spite of our expectation attachment style did not correlate with intention to leave, 

however, as shown in Table 1, attachment style does significantly correlate with a discrepancy 

in the passive God image (p = .041).  

In line with our expectations some God images (positive God image (p = .008), acting 

supportive God image (p = .000), acting ruling/punishing God image (p = .048)), and all the 

conflict factors (factor 1 concede (p = .001), factor 2 discrepancy (p = .000), factor 3 active 

with minister (p = .003) and factor 4 own values (p = .000)) each correlate significantly with 

intention to leave (Table 1. and Figure 2.). 
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Figure 2. Correlations 

 

* p < .05 ** p <.01 

  



Attachment with the church and God 

38 

 

In order to test the hypotheses, first some assumptions had to be tested through sub questions. 

 

5.1.1 Does God image Difference Δ lead to Conflict 

In line with our assumption there are several differences in God images that correlate 

with Conflict. A difference in an active supportive God image (God image discr osh) 

correlates significantly with the conflict factors 1, concede (p = .045); 2, discrepancy (p = 

.002) and 4 holding own values (p = .011). In addition the difference in active supportive God 

image has a significant negative correlation (p = .017) with factor 3, active with minister. 

Difference in an active ruling/punishing God image (God image discr hsh) correlates 

significantly (p = .019) with conflict factor 2, discrepancy in ideas about faith and conflict 

factor 4 (p = .013), holding onto own values. Furthermore a difference in positive God image 

(God image discr pos) correlates significantly and negatively (p = .011) with conflict factor 3, 

actively talk about conflict with minister.  

 

5.1.2 Adolescents with an insecure attachment leave the church 

 We expected to find a significant correlation between insecure attachment (ECR-R) 

and intention to leave; however in contrast to our expectation, no significant correlation was 

found between these variables.   

 

5.1.3 Conflict and insecure attachment style lead to leaving the church 

 No significant relationship was found between insecure attachment (ECR-R) and 

leaving the church (Intention). Consequently also no significant correlations were shown 

between insecure attachment (ECR-R) together with the four conflict factors and Intention.  

The expectation that conflict leads to leaving the church seems to be valid. The four 

conflict factors (factor 1: conceding, factor 2: discrepancy, factor 3: active with minister and 

factor 4: holding own values) each correlate significantly with Intention, as described in 

subsection 5.1 ‘results’. 

 

5.2 Hypotheses 

 The assumption in sub question 2 (Adolescents with an insecure attachment leave the 

church) was not proven, therefore we cannot accept hypothesis 1 or hypothesis 2. Although 

no significant relation between insecure attachment of adolescents with intention to leave the 

church could be shown, there were significant relations between some image differences and 

all conflict factors on intention to leave the church. 
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To focus further on conflict we did a regression through enter method to see how much 

each conflict factor contributes to Intention in the first hypothesis (Image Difference (Δ), 

Conflict score and Intention leaving church, categorized by Attachment have a positive 

relation). In line with our expectation a significant positive relation was found with a 

correlation of (R = .688) and (R² = .446) variance accounted for, with (F(.629, 71) = 4.392, p 

= .000). With further examination however only the variable Conflict factor 2 (feeling a 

discrepancy) was significant in relation to Intention (p = .001) which pulled the whole relation 

between Image Difference (Δ), Conflict score and Intention into significance. The finding that 

conflict factor 2 contributes most to the intention to leave the church is in line with the found 

correlations as shown in Table 1.: the correlation between conflict factor 2 (feeling 

discrepancy between own and church ideas/values on faith) and intention to leave the church 

is the highest (R = .568). 

We have already seen that the correlations between Conflict and Church leaving are 

positive (except for conflict factor 3, which is to be expected: actively diminishing conflict 

with help minister) and attachment style had no correlation with intention of leaving the 

church (Figure 2.). Therefore we reject Hypothesis 2 entirely.  
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Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to examine if anxious attachment in young adults 

contributed to the intention to leave the church, in combination with conflict feeling they 

might have from differences in their personal God image and the image of God that they 

should have according to their church. This was investigated through the following 

hypotheses:  

1. If there is a discrepancy between the personal image of God and the normative 

image of God, that an individual experiences as conflict, and one has an insecure attachment, 

then the individual will be more inclined to leave the church, whereas someone with a secure 

attachment will be less or not at all inclined to leave the church. 

   

2. If the personal image of God is consistent with the normative image and there 

is no conflict, then adolescents, regardless of their attachment style, will be inclined to stay 

with their church. 

 

Results have shown that we cannot accept either one of the hypotheses, because 

attachment style (ECR-R) does not correlate significantly with any of the discrepant God 

images or Conflict factors and there has no significant direct relationship been found with 

Intention to leave. However some significant relations were shown between attachment and 

some of the internal and external God images. These findings can explain some of the 

influence of attachment style on God images and through God images on perceived conflict. 

God images and Conflict factors influence the intention to leave the church, therefore  

attachment style, indirectly, may have a certain influence on leaving the church. 

 

6.1 Perceived Conflict leading to the Intention of leaving the church  

 The Conflict questionnaire did not correlate with any item, because the measure turned 

out to be weak due to translation and changing the questions to relate them to the subject of 

religion. However the questionnaire did have some underlying factors that interact with 

intention to leave. Four factors have been identified: factor 1 conceding to differences with 

church or community, factor 2 perceiving discrepancy between person’s own values and 

church, factor 3 actively dealing with conflicts of faith with help of the minister and factor 4 

holding onto one’s own ideas. Factor 1, 2 and 4 significantly correlated positively with 

intention to leave. This implies that the more one concedes to the norm values, when having a 

conflict with community or church, the more one experiences discrepancy between ones 
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values/ideas about faith and the values evangelized by the church. Also the more one holds 

onto one’s own ideas about faith, the more one shows the intention to leave the church. The 

conflict factor 3, actively dealing with faith issues with the minister, however was significant 

with a negative correlation; meaning the more one seeks help of the minister to solve issues of 

faith, the less one has the intention to leave.  

 When investigating how much the conflict factors contributed to the intention to leave 

the church, it was found by applying a regression analysis that only factor 2 (perceiving 

discrepancy between person’s own values and church) contributed significantly to the 

intention to leave. Factor 2 (perceived discrepancy) consists out of two items of the Conflict 

scale: item 1: “I often notice that my ideas about my faith deviate from the ideas of the 

church” and item 2: “I experience feelings of conflict about what I personally belief and what 

I should believe according to my church.” This indicates that the more a person experiences a 

conflict because of a discrepancy in ideas about faith with the church, the higher the intention 

becomes to leave that church.  

 

6.2 Discrepancies in God image and perceived conflict 

In line with our expectations, some of the discrepant God images correlated 

significantly with the conflict factors. The discrepant image of an acting supportive God (God 

image discr. osh) influences all the conflict factors and the discrepant image of an acting 

ruling/punishing God (God image discr. hsh) influences the conflict factors 2 and 4. The 

bigger the discrepancy between the personal perceived active supportive God image and the 

active supportive God image that one should believe (God image discr. osh), the more a 

conflict is experienced in several factors; factor 1 (conceding to differences with church or 

community), factor 2 (discrepancies in ideas about the faith) and factor 4 (holding onto one’s 

own ideas/values). Conflict factor 3 is actively dealing with the conflict of the differences in 

ideas about the faith together with the minister, this correlates negatively with the discrepancy 

in active, supportive God image. This suggests that the less the difference in the God image of 

an active supportive God between a person and the minister, the more the person will actively 

deal with perceived conflicts about faith with their minister. 

 

6.3 The influence of Attachment style 

 Attachment style did not influence the intention to leave the church in  a manner that 

was expected, but we found an indication that suggests attachment style has an indirect 

influence on the intention to leave the church.  
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 Anxious attachment style correlated significantly and positively on several of the God 

images: Internal, anxious God image; Internal, passive God image and External, passive God 

image. The more anxious a person’s attachment style is, the more anxious the personal God 

image is, also perceiving it as passive (in a personal view and from the person’s view how the 

God image should be that is enforced by the church). Anxious attachment style also correlated 

significantly, but negatively with some other variables, which is in line with the content of 

those variables: Internal, positive God image; External, positive God image; External, acting 

supportive God image and External, acting ruling/punishing God image. This means the more 

one has an anxious attachment style, the less the God image is viewed as positive both 

personal and as it should be perceived according to the norm of the church and the less the 

image of God is perceived as acting in both support and ruling/punishing by the church. 

Attachment style influences some internal (personal) and external (normative) God images 

(Table 2.) and therefore, indirectly, also the discrepancies between these two, although no 

significant correlations between attachment and the several discrepant God images were 

found.  

 

  



Attachment with the church and God 

43 

 

Table 2. Correlations Attachment and God Images 

 (Anxious) Attachment (ECR-R) 

God image internal positief (pos) -.218* 

God image internal angstig (ang) .293** 

God image internal boosheid (boo) .145 

God image internal ondersteunend handelen (osh) -.123 

God image internal heersend/straffend handelen (hsh) -.031 

God image internal passief (pas) .332** 

God image external positief (pos) -.232* 

God image external angstig (ang) .099 

God image external boosheid (boo) .199 

God image external ondersteunend handelen (osh) -.273* 

God image external heersend/straffend handelen (hsh) -.211* 

God image external passief (pas) .250* 

* p < .05 ** p <.01 

 

6.4 The emotional and psychological base of Attachment in Psychology of Religion 

research 

 The results of this research indicate that, although no significant direct relation  

between attachment style and the intention to leave a church was found, Attachment does 

influence several of the components, which have a relation to the intention of leaving the 

church (Figure 3.). In former research on attachment and apostasy by Granqvist (1998; 2002), 

Granqvist & Hagekull (1999) and Kirkpatrick (2005), results indicated in those studies that 

attachment mostly has influence on the social structures of family related to staying or leaving 

the church. Schaap-Jonker focused her research mostly on God images and the way faith is 

experienced through those images. The research described in this thesis combines both and 

has found some indications that attachment style influences people in the way they form the 

image of God and how this indirectly influences the way that people form and experience 

their faith; and how they deal with conflicts concerning their faith.  

The indications found is this research were only marginal, and attachment style only 

influenced some images of God in this research; therefore this thesis is only an indication, a 

stepping stone, for further research in combining the more emotional components of 

psychology instead of the hallmarked cognitive psychological theories with experiences and 
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dealings of religion. These are preeminently subjects of research that fit perfectly in the field 

of Psychology of Religion. 

 

Figure 3. Influence of attachment indirect on conflict and intention to leave 

 

 

* p < .05 ** p <.01 
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Discussion 

 When looking at this research and the divers theoretical background on which this was 

based, there are some theories and critical components that have to be mentioned as an 

addition or difference to this research. At first some theories and literature within the covering 

categories of socialization and of cognitive and emotional development are discussed, and 

secondly the research itself will be critically assessed.  

 

7.1 Additional or contrary theories within the category of socialization 

7.1.1 Weak religious socialization and apostasy 

 Religious socialization is an enhancing element for religiousness. However when 

religious socialization by parents is weak then the children (adolescents) are often less 

religious. If parents do not actively affirm and transmit the traditions of their religion, for 

instance because they distanced themselves from religion because of some of the above 

mentioned reasons, then they fail to teach their children ropes of being part of a religion. This 

results in young adults who are not comfortable with religious traditions, symbols and 

doctrines. This in turn will subsequently lead to an increase of the chance that they ascribe 

less importance to the religion of their church and will even disaffiliate them from religion in 

general (Uecker et al., 2007). That weak religious socialization leads to a decline of 

religiousness is in line with the research of Granqvist. In his two-level Correspondence 

Theory the first level of the Correspondence Theory is the primary mechanism of social 

learning of parental standards. Because of the secure attachment with parents, through 

religious socialization, adolescents are more secure in their religious attachment with God (or 

church) and are less likely to disengage religious membership; but only if the parents are also 

religious (Granqvist, 2002; Granqvist & Hagekull, 2001). In contrast when parents are not 

practicing religion anymore (or to a lesser degree), and religious socialization is weak, then 

the children show more tendency to become apostates. This effect of socialization has to be 

taken into consideration in this research. Weak religious socialization may deepen and add to 

the effect of the changing relationships with attachment figures as a cause of increasing 

apostasy. 

 

7.1.2 Decreasing religiousness through cognitive dissonance 

 One of the reasons that there is religious decline during adolescence is the fact that 

adolescents engage in deviant behavior. This deviant behavior in combination with 

intellectual development through education might lead to different ideas about life and faith in 
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general. This change of ideas can cause cognitive dissonance with the values and ideas that 

they have been brought up with. Trying to minimize the effects of cognitive dissonance can 

cause: downplaying of importance, distancing from, or complete dissociation from religion 

altogether (Stolzenberg et al., 1995). The changed thinking process might make the 

contradictions between religious and other social life harder to deal with, leading to the trend 

of decreasing religiousness. Cognitive dissonance because of changing ideas and values is 

exactly the issue that is described by the variable Conflict factor 2: the difference between the 

ideas and values of the person and how the person sees them to be from the church point of 

view.  

There is, however, an alternative theory which explains why conflict and dissonance 

do not have to lead to diminished religiousness and that is the use of complementary 

reasoning to deal with contradictions and issues of religiousness (Reich, 1991). 

Complementary reasoning entails rational explanations for specific perceived contradictions. 

An example: combining evolution theory and the belief in creation by God can result into the 

belief that God created the possibility for evolution and let it run its course. Complementarity 

reasoning is crucial for the religious development of an individual and is dependent on the 

developmental stage of that person. The use of complementary reasoning can lessen these 

contradictions that cause cognitive dissonance, thereby making it easier to cope with the 

perceived difference. Subsequently this may lead to acceptance, which will make it more 

acceptable for the person to stay with its church and congregation. 

 

7.1.3 The secularization effects of education 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, adolescents come more in contact with other ideas, secular 

world-views and critical thinking, through higher education. This causes a declining trend in 

religiosity and church attendance next to leaving the home that reinforces tradition and 

exposure to student life (partying, alcohol and drugs). The study of Uecker et al. (2007) 

showed however, that adolescents who did not go to college showed the highest rate of 

diminished religiosity, whereas adolescents who had at least a bachelor’s degree were less 

likely to reduce their church attendance. The findings of this thesis, that respondents who 

were higher educated were less inclined to leave their church, is in line with this study. 

Church attendance and religious activities do diminish by the influence of student life 

factors, nonetheless most college going adolescents maintain their level of personal religiosity 

throughout adolescence. Most of them keep their religious belief systems during their 

education. This is in line with the findings in the studies of De Boer (2006) and De Hart 
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(2014), who both showed that church attendance dwindles, but the need for religiousness and 

spirituality does not. It can be speculated that religiousness currently is less influenced by 

education than previously thought in the seventies and eighties of the previous century. 

Compared to that period, the purpose of going to college has changed from ‘developing a 

meaningful philosophy of life’, as the most listed of the important goals of studying, into 

creating a better off financial position in the future (Uecker et al., 2007). In addition, students 

nowadays are less concerned about morals or beliefs and more about economic and financial 

success. They tend to argue less about religious issues and enroll themselves less in classes 

that do argue about such issues. In contrast, students who do enroll in such classes (e.g. social 

sciences or humanities), are more likely to show a decrease in their religiosity (Kimball, 

Mitchell, Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2006; Uecker et al., 2007).  

The evidence for the erosion of the religious beliefs of individuals and of the decline 

in religious participation among college and university students is however not conclusive 

(Roberts et al., 2001). In America most colleges and universities changed from secular 

institutes to institutes that provide a great range of  religious (church) organizations to 

accommodate (and encourage) tolerance and respect towards religion and religious 

development of students (Uecker et al., 2007). Most universities in the Netherlands however, 

are still mostly secular. Apart from the educational program, there are abundant opportunities 

in the private sector for students to keep in touch with religion during their colleges years. 

This is apparent by the number of available religious student associations. For instance the 

Leiden University has eight different religious student associations for several religious 

denominations, the university of Delft has four, of Utrecht has seven and of Wageningen at 

least has two. Even though enjoying higher education broadens the intellectual horizon it 

rarely creates skepticism about religion. Faith has become more a part of one’s private 

identity, not a part of something that is often talked about with peers or teachers. Also 

students do not perceive a competition between higher education and their personal faith 

(Uecker et al., 2007). He even suggest that students would not recognize faith-challenging 

material as something that would cause a conflict because many young people do not consider 

religion as something that is worth arguing about. 

 

7.2 Additional theories within the category of socialization and emotional development 

7.2.1 Social and emotional influences of parental relationships on religiosity 

 On average religious Dutch adolescents are raised in moderately religious families. 

Church is mostly attended on an irregular basis and bible reading or saying prayers is not a 
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daily activity in most families. Despite these modest levels of religious activity, religion is not 

viewed as unimportant to parents (Vermeer et al., 2012). They found however, that there is a 

negative relationship between adolescent church attendance and the degree of religious 

autonomy granted by parents, meaning, that the more frequently parents attend church, the 

less religious autonomy they grant their children. On the other hand, religious autonomy is 

positively associated with responsiveness and psychological autonomy of the adolescent. 

These associations show that families who are characterized by warmer and more loving 

relationships (secure attachment between parents and child), are also the families where 

children are allowed to choose their own religious beliefs. In contrast religious autonomy is 

negatively associated with adolescent church attendance, meaning that in these secure 

attached family relationships, where children can choose their own (religious) path, lower 

levels of church attendance are shown. However when parents are in agreement with the 

adolescent concerning religion, then church attendance of the adolescent is enhanced 

(Vermeer et al., 2012). This is again in line with Granqvist’ theory that adolescents are more 

likely to stay with their church as long as they are securely attached and their parents are 

religious (Granqvist, 2002; Granqvist & Hagekull, 2001). The results from Vermeer et al. 

(2012) point at the big influence that family structure has, both emotionally and socially, on 

the maintenance or decline of religiosity of adolescents. Thereby showing that emotional 

development as well as socialization are of influence on the development of the values and 

ideas of adolescents, which forms the basis of their adult religious lives. 

 

7.2.2 Normative Culture and Privatization in decline of religiousness 

 Intuitively it seems obvious that transition periods in adolescence, (such as moving 

away to college, changing ideas and emotional connections) are often of significant influence 

on altering religious (and other) behaviors. De Hart (2014) suggests that the shift from a 

communal to a more private practice of religion might be an explanation for the decline in 

church attendance. This we can consider as an alternative explanation for the changing 

attachment figures (emotional) and family structure (social) based explanation. As shown 

earlier, even though church attendance is in decline, adolescents still consider themselves as 

religious and are searching for spirituality (De Boer, 2006; De Hart, 2014). Religion is, 

however, practiced more frequent in the environment of the home than in the environment of 

an institute. An explanation for this could be that the normative (conservative) image of the 

church, connects less with young people especially. That the connection between the church 

and young people is apparently weakening, in the Netherlands, has been made obvious in the 
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book “Alle aandacht!” (Schaap-Jonker & Van Wijnen, 2011), in which they have tried to 

provide churches with solutions on how to connect better with young people. In addition this 

was also the general message in the research, described in this thesis: 49% of the young 

people indicated that they wanted more activities, and 71% of the participants wanted other 

changes in the church, of those other changes 33% wanted to change mostly the sermons or 

the whole mass in an open and modern way so that they would more easily connect to the 

subjects that are dealt with in the institutes.  

However it can be speculated that the emptying of the churches is mostly dependent 

on the representation of the normative image of the church by the local normative figures. The 

way that a minister, bishop or pastor, at the head of a local church, dictates the practice of 

religion, influences the strictness/conservativeness of the congregation. While Christianity in 

general is becoming more popular, this can be influenced by the normative image of a 

denomination for example the normative image of the pope for the denomination of the 

Roman Catholic Church. During the reign of the previous pope (Benedict XVI) Christianity 

was losing its popularity among younger members. The current pope (Francis), however has 

more modern, controversial ideas about the content of Christianity and communicates and act 

in a way that is open, more connecting and easier to understand for young people (Nye, 2013). 

Therefore Pope Francis (or any other minister) could be an inspiration to young people to 

maintain the Christian ideals and identity, which may connect better with the view on religion 

in someone’s personal atmosphere then with those of the religious institutes. This speculation 

would be in line with the above mentioned findings of De Hart (2014) and De Boer (2006), of 

a more personalized, private religion in general instead of an leading institute. This is also in 

line with the findings of this research, that showed that ‘the feeling of discrepancy on 

religious ideas and values’ is the conflict factor with the most influence on intention of 

leaving the church. When there is no conflict between religious ideas and values of an 

institute and more freedom and openness to personalized/private faith by the institutes, then 

there may also be less intention to leave. 

 

7.3 Overall decline in religiousness but growing conservative churches 

 Even though there is a general decline of religiousness among young adults, De Hart 

(2014) has shown that there is also a religious development in the opposite direction: young 

adults who show an increase in religious strictness and more conservative churches that grow 

in popularity. The ongoing or even increasing religious activity of this group of religious 
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young people differs from the decline in religious activities of young people in general and is 

in contrast with the assumptions of this research.  

There are several theories which try to explain how these conservative churches 

manage to stay popular. Some of their key-issues are that they demand adherence to a 

distinctive faith, morality, and lifestyle and that non-believers, those of the outgroup, are 

condemned through deviance and should be shunned; the outside world is evil and therefore 

has to be renounced. These practices are perceived as problematic by outsiders, not only 

because they deviate from ‘normal’ behavior, but also because they appear counterproductive 

when pleasures have to be sacrificed and opportunities (financial, educational e.g.) are given 

up. A social stigma is often the result (Kelley, 1978).  

Considering this, then why would strict churches be growing? One of the reasons is 

the cost-based definition, it is more costly to leave a strict church with all its benefits then to 

stay and conform. Furthermore within these strict communities people marry relatively young 

and have many children; more than the average (religious) family. This in itself explains 

partly why membership count is growing more rapidly than with other religious 

denominations. In addition, with more children, the costs to leave (losing benefits like status, 

childcare and social support) will be even higher (Iannaccone, 1994). 

Another reason is that conservative churches attract and retain an active, committed 

membership by strict demands of loyalty, an unquestioned belief and a distinctive lifestyle 

(Kelley, 1986). Strictness of faith increases commitment and active participation and will 

enable a congregation to offer more benefits to current and new members. Strict churches 

often proclaim an exclusive truth, which is a closed, but very comprehensive simple doctrine 

that is eternal, no matter the circumstances (Iannaccone, 1994). The simple doctrine, as a 

stable support in a modern world that is increasingly complicated and confusing, provides a 

possible good explanation why strict churches are gaining in popularity. 

 

7.4 Limitations and strengths of this research 

 Several limitations have to be taken into account concerning this study. Most 

respondents were recruited by contacts of e-mail and Facebook. As a result, most of the 

respondents were above 20 years old, and highly educated (bachelor degree or more), which 

reduces the generalizability of the results for the complete Christian population. Also, 

originally, the aim was to include at least 100 adolescents from 16 to 21 years old. The 

respondent age-range, however had to be expanded to the age of 35, in order to get enough 

participants. Therefore the present is not based on adolescents alone anymore, but also on 
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(young) adults, which interferes with the reliability of the presented results for the age group 

of adolescents. Even so, the age range of 16 to 35 year olds was difficult for most 

congregations, either they had younger members or only older ones. The lack of members in 

this specific range of age made it difficult to get some clear results on the intentions of leaving 

the church by adolescents and young adults. The lack of members in this age group for a lot of 

congregations however, present some real-life proof (even though not verifiable through data) 

that this age group is leaving or has already left the church. On a positive note, the majority of 

our sample was younger than 25 years old (66%). Therefore it was decided to perform an 

additional sub analysis and compare the age groups of 16-24 years old with the group of 25-

35, but only for the strongest shown correlations, to see if age would make a difference in the 

strength of our results. No significant difference was found between these groups, which may 

suggest that the presented results of this study may be valid for adolescents.   

A second limitation was the short investigation period. Due to the short amount of 

time to inform church communities prior to the collection of the data, most churches could or 

would not participate, even though they were highly interested in the objective of this study. 

Most churches felt that there was not enough time to inform their congregation due to only 

monthly board meetings for permission and the monthly appearing of the church bulletins. 

With more time beforehand, even more participants might have participated in this research, 

giving the sample a more equal spread. Nonetheless the number of participants was eventually 

sufficient enough to yield significant results.  

Another limitation was some of the measurements that were used. The VGB is an 

adequate measure, being originally in Dutch, verified questionnaire with a high reliability, 

also in test-retest. The ECR-R was also verified, but originally written in English. The 

questionnaire has been tested on the Dutch population with a good reliability, but a Dutch 

version was not available. For this study the questionnaire was translated by the investigator, 

possibly losing some of the reliability. When looking at the existing research (Granqvist, 

1998; 2002; Granqvist & Hagekull, 1999; 2001; Kirkpatrick, 1998) on attachment and 

religion, other measures or an adaptation of those measures were used than in this study, for 

determining attachment style; the Bartholomew’s four category self-classification measure 

(Bartholomew & Horrowitz, 1991) or attachment paragraphs of Hazan & Shaver (1986). It 

might be interesting to see if using those other measures for attachment would yield different 

results in our research (even though ECR-R had a high reliability even after translation). 

Other questionnaires like the Conflict scale and the Intention to leave scale were based on 

existing questionnaires, and in case of the Intention to leave scale this was constructed out of 
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several existing questionnaires, which also have been modified to the subject of religion. It 

was a disadvantage that undermined the reliability of the Conflict scale severely in particular. 

However the other scales that have been adapted and/or translated all had a high reliability 

when we verified and tested them in this study. 

The wide variety and use of definitions in religious research was already mentioned at 

the beginning of this thesis, but it has to be mentioned here again; not only religious 

definitions but also the psychological definitions because they form a restriction to this 

research. On the crossroad of Psychology and Religious Studies, definitions of psychology 

studies are frequently used in the research of religious studies and vice versa, without the 

professional knowledge about these definitions, therefore clouding the definitions and the 

literature written about them. An example of this is the research of De Hart (2014), he talks 

about diminishing religiousness among adolescents (age 17 to 24  years old), but from a 

psychological point of view adolescence is when children are between 13 and 18 years old. 

But also in psychology the term adolescence is used loosely, in some literature adolescence 

starts as early as 11, while in other adolescence expands to 21 years old. This makes it 

difficult to assess the validity of the existing literature on religion and adolescence, if the term 

‘adolescence’ is not defined exactly. Next to this difficulty there is also the problem that an 

adolescent of 13 years old is dealing with very different things than an adolescent of 18+, 

both emotionally as socially (examples: deviant behavior against parents to investigate one’s 

own values, or leaving home going to college). Therefore, when researching adolescents, 

there has to be a clear definition of which age within adolescence the study is looking at. It 

would strengthen the research, when looking at adolescence, if the respondents would be 

separated in different age groups, within the adolescence period, and check if the results are 

different between the age groups to be sure that the found results are applicable to the group 

of adolescence as a whole.  

Besides limitations this study also showed some strengths. First of all the topic is 

highly relevant and is addressing a development that is currently happening in the Dutch 

society. Also a strength is the way that this research applies some older theories about the 

decline in church attendance among adolescents, and combines this with the more recent 

approach that the emotional and personal connection, one has with the church and God, 

influences the decision concerning leaving the church when experiencing conflict. The 

outcome of this study, also, has provided more insight on the influence of attachment in daily 

life. Although there is little known about the specifics of attachment, we can conclude that 

attachment style influences decision making, even though it is a subconscious influence. 
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Lastly the results of this study may provide religious institutes more insight on what may be 

missing for Dutch adolescents in the institutes’ way of dealing with current religion and 

spirituality. There are differences in the way that adolescents and young adults want to 

practice their religion and the way the church is carrying out the doctrines of religion. 

According to the open question on what they want to change in their church the general 

answer was: that they want a more open attitude towards the world, outsiders and new 

members; and to subjects that they can relate to in the lectures. These answers are also in line 

with the findings of this research; especially the found discrepancy in the experience of a 

supportive God image. There is less support experienced from the church than what the 

people themselves feel, and this is one of the major elements that induce the several feelings 

of conflict, which then inherently lead to more intention to leave the church. The given 

suggestions for change by the members themselves gives the church an opportunity to change 

some aspects of their present ways in order to keep, and maybe attract more, adolescents and 

young adults to their church.  

 

7.5 Recommendations for future research 

For future research there are several recommendations. The first recommendation is to 

inform churches a longer period prior to the research and extend the period of data collection. 

This might have made the congregations more compliant towards participation in the research 

and had also given them more time to organize the congregation for participation. Secondly, it 

is recommended to expand the age range from 35 to an even higher age, in order to research 

the influence of attachment style on God images and conflict and be able to form a more 

general theory. This would also solve the problem that the congregations do not have 

members in a certain age range. But, when expanding the age range, one should be cautious 

about the fact that older church members are often with the congregation for a long(er) period 

of time and therefore might have less intention to leave and might experience less conflict. On 

the other hand, as mentioned before, different ages deal with different conflicts; therefore in 

an attempt to formulate a theory a distinction should be made between the different age 

groups in order to check if the theory is applicable to all ages the same way or if different age 

groups have different effects. When gaining more participants it would be wise to have a 

small reward for everyone or multiple bigger rewards that they can gain through participation. 

In this current research one VVV coupon of €25 was raffled between all the participants. The 

bigger the number of participants the less an incentive the reward is going to give because of 

the shrinking possibility to win the reward.  
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 At the end of this thesis the recommendations that we want to stress the most are: 

firstly that there should be more research on religiosity in the Netherlands, most of the 

existing theories on religious development or decline are based on the society in the USA. It is 

highly questionable if we can compare these societies on religion and to what extend these 

theories are applicable to our own society. Secondly emotional aspects have a greater impact 

on dealing with conflict and religious matters than research in religion is initially letting on. 

Specifically through this research we have found indications that attachment plays some 

indirect role in dealing with conflict and intentions of leaving the church, through the God 

images that a person forms. Therefore our last recommendation is to investigate more in depth 

how attachment is related to God images, coping with (religious) conflict and apostasy. An 

investigation that might bring Social and Religious Sciences closer together in an joined 

research in the field of Psychology of Religion. 



Attachment with the church and God 

55 

 

References 

 

Allen, J. P., Porter, M., McFarland, C., McElhaney, K. B. & Marsh, P. (2007). The

 Relation of Attachment Security to Adolescents’ Paternal and Peer

 Relationships, Depression and Externalizing Behavior. Child Development, 78 (4),

 1222-1239. 

 

Argue, A., Johnson, D. R. & White, L. K. (1999). Age and Religiosity: Evidence from a

 Three-Wave Panel Analysis. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 38 (3), 423-

 435. 

 

Bartholomew, K. & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment Styles Among Young Adults: A

 Test of a Four-Category Model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61 (2),

 226-244. 

 

Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss: separation, anxiety and anger. New York, NY: 

 Basic Books. 

 

Boyatzis, C. J. (2005). Religious and Spiritual Development in Childhood. In Handbook of

 the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, R. F. Paloutzian & C. L. Park (Eds.),

 123-143. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Bumpass, L. & Lu, H.-H. (2000). Trends in Cohabitation and Implications for Children’s

 Family Contexts in the United States. Population Studies, 54 (1), 29-41. 

 

Caplovitz, D. & Sherrow, F. (1977). The religious drop-outs: Apostasy among college

 graduates. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

 

Colman, A. M. (2008). Dictionary of Psychology 3rd ed. New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Darling N. & Steinberg L. (1993). Parenting Style as Context: An Integrative Model.

 Psychological Bulletin, 113 (3), 487-496. 

 

De Boer, E. (2006). Je bent jong en je wilt anders. Kampen: Uitgeverij Kok. 



Attachment with the church and God 

56 

 

De Hart, J. (2011). Zwevende Gelovigen. Amsterdam: Bert Bakker. 

 

De Hart, J. (2014). Geloven binnen en buiten verband. Den Haag: Sociaal en Cultureel

 Planbureau (SCP). 

 

De Kruijf, W. (2014). Vrijwillige Vertrekintenties: Vertrekintenties onder managers en

 directeuren in techniek en industrie. (Unpublished master thesis). Universiteit Utrecht:

 Utrecht. 

 

Elkind, D. (1961). The Child’s Conception Of His Religious Denomination. Acta

 Psychologica, 19, 164-165. 

 

Elkind, D. (1962). The Child’s Conception of His Religious Denomination II: The Catholic

 Child. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 101, 185-193. 

 

Elkind, D. (1963). The Child’s Conception of His Religious Denomination III: The Protestant

 Child. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 103, 291-304. 

 

Estryn-Behar, M., van der Heijden, B. I. J. M., Fry, C. & Hasselhorn, H.-M. (2010).

 Longitudinal analysis of personal and work-related factors associated with

 turnover among nurses. Nursing Research, 59 (3), 166-177.  

 

Fowler, J. W. (1981). Stages of Faith: the Psychology of Human Development and the Quest

 for Meaning. San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row. 

 

Fraley, R. C., Waller, N. G. & Brennan, K. A. (2000). An Item Response Theory 

 Analysis of Self-Report Measures of Adult Attachment. Journal of Personality and

 Social Psychology, 78 (2), 350-365. 

 

Freud, S. (1910). Leonardo da Vinci (A. Dyson, Trans.). London: Routledge. 

 

Goldman, R. (1964). Religious Thinking From Childhood to Adolescence. London: Routledge

 & Kegan Paul. 

 



Attachment with the church and God 

57 

 

Granqvist, P. (1998). Religiousness and perceived childhood attachment: On the question

 of compensation or correspondence. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 37

 (2), 350-367. 

 

Granqvist, P. (2002). Attachment and Religiosity in Adolescence: Cross-Sectional and

 Longitudinal Evaluations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28 (2), 260-

 270. 

 

Granqvist, P. (2006). In the Interest of Intellectual Humility: A Rejoinder to Rizzuto and

 Wulff. The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 16 (1), 37-49. 

 

Granqvist, P. & Hagekull, B. (1999). Religiousness and Perceived Childhood Attachment:

 Profiling Socialized Correspondence and Emotional Compensation. Journal for the

 Scientific Study of Religion, 38 (2), 254-273. 

 

Granqvist, P. & Hagekull, B. (2001). Seeking Security in the New Age: On Attachment and

 Emotional Compensation. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 40 (3), 527-545. 

 

Granqvist, P., Ljungdahl, C. & Dickie, J. R. (2007). God is nowhere, God is now here:

 Attachment activation, security of attachment, and God’s perceived closeness

 among 5-7-year-old children from religious and non-religious homes. Attachment &

 Human Development, 9 (1), 55-71. 

 

Greer, J. E. (1981). Religious attitudes and thinking in Belfast pupils. Educational

 Research, 23 (3), 177-89. 

 

Harms, E. (1944). Development Religious Experience in Children. American Journal of

 Sociology, 50 (2), 112-122. 

 

Hazan C. & Shaver P. R. (1986). Parental Caregiving Style Questionnaire. Unpublished

 document, Cornell University. 

 

Hood, R. W., Hill, P. C. & Spilka, B. (2009). Psychology of Religion 4th ed. New York, NY:

 Guilford Press. 



Attachment with the church and God 

58 

 

Hunsberger, B. (1976). Background religious denomination, parental emphasis, and the

 religious orientation of university students. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion,

 15, 251-255.  

 

Hunsberger, B. & Brown, L. B. (1984). Religious Socialization, Apostasy, and the impact of

 Family Background. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 23 (3), 239-251. 

 

Iannaccone, L. R. (1994). Why Strict Churches Are Strong. American Journal of Sociology,

 99 (5), 1180-1211. 

 

Kelley, D. M. (1986). Why Conservative Churches are Growing: A Study in the Sociology of

 Religion. Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press. 

 

Kelley, D. M. (1978). Why Conservative Churches Are Still Growing. Journal for the

 Scientific Study of Religion, 17 (2), 165-172. 

 

Kimball, M., Mitchell, C., Thornton, A. and Young-DeMarco, L. (2006). College Major and

 references: The Case of Religion. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the

 American Sociological Association, Montreal Convention Center, Montreal, Quebec,

 Canada Online. Retrieved June 11, 2015,

 from http://citation.allacademic.com/meta/p104542_index.html 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. (1992). An attachment-theory approach to the psychology of religion. The

 International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 2 (1), 3-28. 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. (1995). Attachment theory and religious experience. In Handbook of

 religious experience: Theory and practice, R. W. Hood Jr (Ed.), 446-475. 

 Birmingham, AL: Religious Education Press. 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. (1998). God as a Substitute Attachment Figure: A Longitudinal Study of

 Adult Attachment Style and Religious Change in College Students. Personality and

 Social Psychology Bulletin, 24 (9), 961-973. 

 

http://citation.allacademic.com/meta/p104542_index.html


Attachment with the church and God 

59 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. (1999). Attachment and religious representations and behavior. In

 Handbook of attachment: theory, research and clinical applications, J. Cassidy & P.

 R. Shaver (Eds.), 803-822. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. (2005). Attachment, Evolution, and the Psychology of Religion. New York,

 NY: Guilford press. 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. & Shaver, P. R. (1990). Attachment theory and religion: Childhood

 attachments, religious beliefs, and conversion. Journal for the Scientific Study of

 Religion, 29, 315–334. 

 

Kirkpatrick, L. A. & Shaver, P. R. (1992). An Attachment-Theoretical Approach to Romantic

 Love and Religious Belief. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 18 (3), 266-

 275. 

 

Kohlberg, L., Levine, C. & Hewer, A. (1983). Moral stages: a current formulation and a

 response to critics. London: Karger. 

 

Lawton, L. E. & Bures, R. (2001). Parental divorce and the “switching” of religious identity.

 Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 40, 99-111. 

 

Lee, P. C. B. (2004). Social support and leaving intention among computer

 professionals. Information & Management, 41, 323-334. 

 

Lorenzini, N. & Fonagy, P. (2013). Attachment and Personality Disorders: A Short

 Review. FOCUS: The Journal of Lifelong Learning in Psychiatry, 11 (2)  155-166.  

 

Nye, C. (2013). Why is the Pope so Popular? Relevant Magazine. Retrieved July 10, 2015,

 from http://www.relevantmagazine.com/current/why-pope-so-popular 

 

Oser, F. K. (1991). The development of religious judgement. In Religious development in

 childhood and adolescence, F. K. Oser & W. G. Scarlett (Eds.), 5-25. San Francisco,

 CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 



Attachment with the church and God 

60 

 

Ploch, D. R. & Hastings, D. W. (1998). The Effects of Parental Church Attendance, Current

 Family Status, and Religious Salience on Church Attendance. Review of Religious

 Research, 39 (4), 309-320. 

 

Rahim, M. A. (1983). A Measure of Styles of Handling Interpersonal Conflict. Academy of

 Management Journal, 26 (2), 368-376. 

 

Regnerus, M. D., Smith, C. & Smith, B. (2004). Social Context in the Development of

 Adolescent Religiosity. Applied Developmental Science, 8 (1), 27-38. 

 

Reich, K. H. (1991). The role of complementarity reasoning in religious development. In

 Religious development in childhood and adolescence, F. K. Oser & W. G. Scarlett

 (eds.), 77-89. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Reich, K. H. (1993a). Cognitive-Developmental Approaches to Religiousness: Which Version

 for Which Purpose? The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 3 (3),

 145-171. 

 

Reich, K. H. (1993b). Integrating Differing Theories: The case of religious development.

 Journal of Empirical Theology, 6 (1), 39-49. 

 

Rindfuss, R. R., Swicegood, C. G. & Rosenfeld, R. A. (1987). Disorder in the Life Course:

 How Common and Does It Matter? American Sociological Review, 52 (6), 785-801. 

 

Rizzuto, A. M. (1979). The Birth of a Living God. A Psychoanalytic Study. Chicago:

 University of Chicago Press. 

 

Roberts, A. E., Koch, J. R. & Johnson, D. P. (2001). Religious Reference Groups and the

 Persistence of Normative Behavior: An Empirical Test. Sociological Spectrum, 21,

 88-98. 

 

Roberts, G. C., Block, J. H. & Block, J. (1984). Continuity and Change in Parents’ Child-

 rearing Practices. Child Development, 55, 586-597. 

  



Attachment with the church and God 

61 

 

Rostosky, S. S., Wilcox, B. L., Wright, M. L. C. & Randall, B. A. (2004). The Impact of

 Religiosity on Adolescent Sexual Behavior: A Review of the Evidence. Journal of

 Adolescent Research, 19 (6), 677-697. 

 

Schaap-Jonker, H. (2004). The Varieties of God: Een overzicht van onderzoek naar

 godsbeelden. Nederlands Theologisch Tijdschrift, 58, 124-141. 

 

Schaap-Jonker, H. (2011). Gehechtheid, mentaliseren en godrepresentaties. Psyche &

 Geloof, 22 (4), 226-232.  

 

Schaap-Jonker, H., Eurelings-Bontekoe, E. H. M., Zock, H. & Jonker, E. R. (2007). The

 personal and normative image of God: the role of religious culture and mental health.

 Archive for the psychology of Religion, 29, 305-318.  

 

Schaap-Jonker, H., Eurelings-Bontekoe, E. H. M. & Luyten, P. (2012). Godsbeeld,

 geloofsbeleving en religieuze orthodoxie: empirisch onderzoek in Nederland. In:

 Verhagen, P. J., van Megen, H. J. G. M., editors. Handboek Psychiatrie, religie &

 spiritualiteit. Utrecht: De Tijdstroom. 

 

Schaap-Jonker, H. & Van Wijnen, H. (2011). Alle Aandacht! Preken voor kinderen en

 jongeren. Zoetermeer: Uitgeverij Boekencentrum. 

 

Slee, N. (1986). Goldman yet again. An overview and critique of his contribution to

 research. British Journal of Religious Education, 8, 84-93. 

 

Slee, N. (1987). The development of religious thinking: Some linguistic considerations.

 British Journal of Religious Education, 9, 60-69. 

 

Steinberg, L. D. (1981). Transformations in Family Relations at Puberty. Developmental

 Psychology, 17 (6), 833-840. 

  

Stolk, M. (2011). Er bestaat geen jongeren probleem. Reformatorisch Dagblad, 9, 2.  

 



Attachment with the church and God 

62 

 

Stolzenberg, R. M., Blair-Loy, M. & Waite, L. J. (1995). Religious Participation in Early

 Adulthood: Age and Family Life Cycle Effects on Church Membership. American

 Social Review, 60 (1), 84-103. 

 

Tamminen, K. (1991). Religious Development in Childhood and Youth: An empirical study.

 Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia. 

 

Thornton, A., Axinn, W. G. & Hill, D. H. (1992). Reciprocal Effects of Religiosity,

 Cohabitation and Marriage. American Journal of Sociology, 98 (3), 628-651. 

 

Turner, E. B. (1980). General cognitive ability and religious attitudes in two school

 systems. British Journal of Religious Education, 2 (4), 136-41.    

 

Uecker, J. E., Regnerus, M. D. & Vaaler, M. L. (2007). Losing My Religion: The Social

 Sources of Religious Decline in Early Adulthood. Social Forces, 85 (4), 1667-1692. 

 

Van Eck, D. & Van Twist, A. (2015). Perfect Children. New York, NY: Oxford University

 Press. 

 

Van Saane, J. (2011). Religie is zo gek nog niet. Kampen: Ten Have. 

 

Vermeer, P., Janssen, J. & Scheepers, P. (2012). Authoritative Parenting and the

 Transmission of Religion in the Netherlands: A Panel Study. The International

 Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 22 (1), 42-59. 

 

Zahl, B. P. & Gibson, N. J. S. (2012). God Representations, Attachment to God, and

 Satisfaction With Life: A Comparison of Doctrinal and Experiential

 Representations of God in Christian Young Adults. The International Journal for the

 Psychology of Religion, 22 (3), 216-230. 

 

Zaleski, E. H. & Schiaffino, K. M. (2000). Religiosity and sexual risk-taking behavior during

 the transition to college. Journal of Adolescence, 23, 223-227. 

 

 


