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Being in relationship with God is at the heart of
the Christian experience (Stark & Glock,
1968). Scripture attests that God is essentially

a personal God who desires to relate to His people
(Psalm, 27; Isaiah, 49: 15, 64: 8). In turn God’s peo-
ple are called to love the Lord God and to love their
neighbor as themselves (Matthew 22:37-39). Even
Creation itself is portrayed as a relational act, with
White (1984) noting imago Dei is essentially “a rela-
tional concept, which calls human beings to exist in
a special relationship with God” (White, 1984,
p.286). White further suggests that the aspect of the
imago Dei that survived The Fall was ‘humankind’s
need and desire for relationships”, and that relation-
ship with God was “not something to be possessed
but a relationship in which to exist” (White, 1984,
p.286, 287).

However within the domain of psychology, the
centrality of the human-divine relationship to the
Christian experience has not always been well
acknowledged. For example, Moberg (1967) was
critical when “the man-God relationship” which he
deemed to be “at the core of Christian spirituality”
was omitted when the core dimensions of religiosity
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(experiential, ritualistic, ideological, intellectual, and
consequential were nominated (Glock & Stark,
1965; Moberg, 1967a, p.12; Moberg, 1967b). The
omission of a relational dimension was disappoint-
ing; it was as though the central Christian experience
of a deeply personal connection between an individ-
ual Christian and God was sidelined.

More recently, psychology of religion researchers
have sought to remedy this oversight, appropriating
a range of mainstream psychological theories in the
hope of gaining a deeper and richer understanding
of Christians’ relationship with God (e.g., object
relations theory (Brokaw & Edwards, 1994; Hall &
Edwards, 1996a, 1996b); affective theory (Hill,
1995). One theory attracting significant interest as a
lens through to view human experiences of, and rela-
tionship with the divine, has been attachment theory
(Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980, 1988).

An Attachment Perspective on Christians’
Relationships with God

Attachment theory (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980)
has been used as conceptual framework for explor-
ing and explicating the nature, function and quality
of Christians’ relationships with God. For example,
researchers are increasingly exploring the link
between psycho-spiritual variables such as attach-
ment to God (ATG) and a range of psychological,
health and well-being variables (Proctor, Miner, &
Dowson, in review; Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002;
Sim & Loh, 2003) and their clinical salience and util-
ity (Proctor, 2009; Proctor & McLean, 2009). 

The appeal of attachment theory is several-fold.
The theory addresses the:

i. Role and function of core relational dynamics
(the affective, behavioural and cognitive com-
ponents of a relationship) as they relate to the
provision of protection and comfort by signifi-
cant other(s) in times of threat; 

ii. Role and contribution of both the one provid-
ing protection (the significant other) as well as
the one being protected (the self); and 

iii. Relational space that forms between the dyadic
partners (the attachment bond).

In the context of the Christian experience, Biblical
stories repeatedly speak of the ways in which God
protected His chosen people (the Exodus event as
the prototypical example – Exodus Chapters 3-15)
and of the Israelites as the Chosen people turning to
their God in times of threat (e.g., at the pursuit of

Pharaoh in the Exodus event: Exodus 14:11). In turn
there continues to be evidence that Christians, espe-
cially in times of crisis or distress, turn to God seek-
ing support, solace and direction through difficult
and challenging life experiences (Mytko & Knight,
1999; Worthington, 1989). The relational nature of
Christians’ continued reliance upon, and allegiance
to God appears to transcend denominational, doctri-
nal and religious institutional boundaries (Rolnick,
2007). An attachment theory perspective offers a
new viewpoint for considering how patterns of relat-
ing to God develop and function in the Christian
experience, especially with respect to the provision of
protection and the facilitation of emotional security.

Relationship with God: An Attachment Bond

Elements of the Christian relationship with God
have been conceptualized as an attachment bond, a
bond which is deemed foundational within the
broader relationship (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick,
2008; Kirkpatrick, 1999; Miner, 2007; Proctor, 2006;
Proctor, Miner, & Dowson, in review. This bond
involves:

i. God who psychologically functions to provide:
(a) Protection and comfort in times of threat
(haven of safety function of attachment);
and (b) A psycho-spiritual base from which
Christians move forward to explore and engage
life (secure base function of attachment); and

ii. The Christian believer who ideally: (a) Relies
upon God’s protection, support and comfort
when faced with threat (external or internal),
and (b) Confidently moves toward and
embraces life, strengthened by his/her knowl-
edge of God’s future willingness to respond in
future times of new threat (Granqvist & Kirk-
patrick, 2008; Kirkpatrick, 1999).

More broadly, Kirkpatrick (1994, 1995, 1999, 2005)
has proposed that attachment to God meets the cri-
teria of an attachment relationship as proposed by
Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980) and extended by
Ainsworth (1973). He argues that criteria which
characterizes the parent-child attachment bond (e.g.,
proximity seeking behavior of a child especially
when threatened; considering the attachment figure
as a source of solace and protection and seeking
comfort from the figure when distressed; consider-
ing the attachment figure as a secure base upon
whom to rely when exploring the environment; and
protest the separation of the attachment figure) like-
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wise can be seen in the human-divine relationship
(Grannqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2008; Kirkpatrick, 1994-
1999, 2005).

Individual Variation in Attachment Patterns

There is variation in the quality of the human
attachment bond as it is experienced at the level of
the individual. When an attachment bond functions
optimally an individual is deemed to have a secure
attachment, the psychological experience of felt
security. When a secure (optimal) attachment bond
is consistently experienced, the individual acquires a
positive sense of self as loveable and worthy of
his/her significant other(s)’s support, comfort, pro-
tection and help and learns to flexibly regulate his or
her emotions (Schore, 2003). Likewise, significant
others and more broadly the world come to be
viewed in positive ways. The ‘other’ (the attachment
figure) is experienced as supportive, caring, comfort-
ing, protective and helpful while the world is experi-
enced as a place for exploration and positive engage-
ment (Ainsworth, 1985a; Bowlby, 1988; Sroufe &
Waters, 1977). Conversely, when individuals are
exposed to less than optimal attachment experiences
during their childhood they are likely to develop an
insecure attachment bond and are less able to flexi-
bly regulate their emotions (Schore, 2003)

Three distinct organized human attachment pat-
terns were initially identified by infant attachment
researchers, these subsequently labeled: secure-
autonomous, anxious-resistant and anxious-
avoidant attachment (Ainsworth, 1972, 1973,
1985a, 1985b; Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971.
Table 1 describes the relational interaction associat-
ed with each attachment pattern. The three category
model of organized attachment patterns (hereafter
labeled the developmental attachment perspective)
has dominated childhood attachment research, with
George, Kaplan and Main (1996) extending the
model to assessment of adult attachment patterns
(e.g. Adult Attachment Interview). Proponents of
the developmental attachment perspective consider
attachment to be an unconscious state that is best
measured using an interview (their primary method-
ological and assessment approach), the resulting
transcript independently rated according to speci-
fied criteria (George & West, 2001; George, Kaplan
& Main, 1996). They consider attachment to be con-
text-driven/specific (George & West, 1999) with the
notions of safe haven and secure base proposed as

central theoretical concepts (with attachment seen
as a response strategy to threat experienced as detri-
mental to one’s survival) (Ainsworth, 1985a, 1985b;
Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980, 1988). Within this per-
spective infant and adult expressions of attachment
are “characterized by the same core representational
features across the lifespan” (George & West, 1999,
p.288). Finally all those insecurely attached are
deemed to have a level of poor self-concept, that is,
“to some degree . . . negative (i.e) unworthy working
models of the self” (George & West, 1999, p.289).

A Three- Category Model of Attachment to God:
The Developmental Attachment Perspective

The developmental perspective of attachment
provides a coherent framework for conceptualising
secure and insecure organised ATG patterns. It
shifts assessment of ATG away from relying on self-
report measures. Use of narrative data that is inde-
pendently rated using a set of specific criteria is the
assessment goal. However before this is possible, it
is necessary to conceptualise and operationally
define secure and insecure ATG within the develop-
mental attachment perspective.

1. Secure attachment to God
Using the aforementioned human attachment

patterns as a template for conceptualising an opti-
mal ATG, it is proposed that the securely attached
Christian is one who feels confident of God’s ongo-
ing presence, availability and responsiveness, espe-
cially in the face of adverse or threatening situations
(the safe haven function). In the event the individu-
al consistently experiences God as responsive, over
time he or she confidently engages in his or her life
journey, aware that God remains available should sit-
uations emerge where support, comfort, help
and/or protection is needed. He or she willingly ven-
tures forth into the world, even if to do so invites
challenges and offers opportunities for growth (the
secure base function). The securely attached Chris-
tian generally conceives of and experiences God in
positive terms, for example, caring and protective (a
positive representational model of the attach-
ment figure). Likewise, the securely attached Chris-
tian also understands that he or she is loveable and
generally worthy of God’s love. Confident in that
knowledge he or she feels reassured and encouraged
to continue to value his/herself (a positive repre-
sentational model of the self).
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TABLE 1
Childhood Attachment Patterns in the Developmental Attachment Perspective—
The Three-Category Model of Attachment

Childhood
attachment patterns Description of dyadic interaction

Secure-autonomous The child feels confident of his/her primary care-givers’ availability, responsiveness and
helpfulness in the face of adverse or frightening situations; and is bold in his or her explo-
ration of the world. Caregivers are sensitive to their child’s signals, lovingly responding
when protection and/or comfort is sought during times of threat, while promoting and
supporting their child’s exploratory behavior.a

Anxious-resistant The child feels uncertain of his/her parents’ availability, responsiveness, or helpfulness
when it is required. This unpredictability induces separation anxiety within the child,
resulting in clingy behaviour and unwillingness on the part of the child to engage in explo-
ration of the world.
In the absence of having predictable supportive, caring, comforting and protective care-
givers, the child’s sense of self becomes fragile. Seeking closeness and maintaining prox-
imity to parents becomes the child’s primary attachment goal rather than exploration of
his or her environment, since venturing too far may result in the child finding him/herself
without protection when it is most needed.b

Anxious-avoidant The child appears to have no confidence that when he or she seeks help from his/her
caregivers that it will be forthcoming. Care-givers may, in fact, rebuff the child’s applica-
tions for assistance, leading to a child who, over time, becomes emotionally self-reliant
and self contained, but at the cost of an underlying anxiety and an avoidance of a richer
emotional life. Any dependence upon others is emotionally risky. Such a child does not
seek protection in times of threat as there are no prior relational experiences to suggest
to the child that attempting either to seek closeness to the caregiver or to elicit a response
from his or her caregiver will yield a positive outcome. In response the developing child
may manifest a defensive sense of self.b

a Ainsworth, 1985; Bowlby, 1988; Sroufe & Waters, 1977
b Ainsworth, 1971, 1972, 1985; Ainsworth et al., 1973; Bowlby, 1988; Sroufe & Waters, 1977

2. Insecure attachment to God
Using the aforementioned insecure attachment

patterns as a template, an individual insecurely
attached to God either feels:

i. Psychologically distant from and/or uninterest-
ed in God, reflected in a belief that God is
unavailable and nonresponsive in times of
threat (insecure-avoidant (dismissing)); or

ii. Anxious, ambivalent and/or preoccupied about
God’s willingness to respond in times of threat,
this reflected in a belief God is inconsistently
available or responsive (hereafter labelled inse-
cure-anxious (preoccupied)).

Whereas in infant attachment research these inse-
cure patterns were labelled as avoidant and anxious,

George et al. (1996) in conceptualising organised
adult attachment patterns labelled the patterns dis-
missing and preoccupied. Hereafter the latter
terms are used as the focus of the current study is
adult ATG patterns.

More specifically, the individual who forms a dis-
missing ATG would experience there to be a dis-
tance between God and himself or herself. The dis-
tance is likely to be characterized by a sense God
had withdrawn from, withheld and/or had aban-
doned him or her, especially during times of need
(absence of haven of safety function). This con-
tributes to the individual’s perception of God as
unavailable, inaccessible and unresponsive. Alter-
nately, he or she may perceive God is uninterested in
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him or her at the level of the ‘personal’ (negative
representational models of God). Such an individ-
ual may devalue, dismiss or discount his or her rela-
tionship with God, minimizing the relevance of the
relationship in his or her life. He or she would likely
avoid reliance upon God, possibly reporting a desire
to stand on his or her own feet, with claims to per-
sonal strength and independence from God
(absence of secure base function). Such individu-
als may report a range of self esteem states, from an
overall devaluing of oneself such as ‘I’m not worth
anything’ to a confidence in the self that in reality
lacks depth, a defensive position such as ‘I’m fine,
there’s nothing wrong with me’ (negative represen-
tational model of self).

By comparison, the individual with a preoccu-
pied ATG will experience God as inconsistently
available or responsive, especially at times of threat.
Whereas there is an expressed desire on the part of
the individual for God’s protection at such times,
God’s actual protection is experienced as varying.
Even when protection is experienced the individual
may anticipate that God’s presence and support will
be withdrawn at some point in time (fluctuating/
inconsistent haven of safety function). This con-
tributes to the individual experiencing an enduring
sense of uncertainty, with God experienced as unpre-
dictable. Such an individual might report oscillating
or varying feelings about God, never sure of whether
God will be available to him or her. Venturing out
and exploring life would be experienced as threaten-
ing as he or she could find himself or herself without
aid and support, especially when it might be most
needed (absence of secure base function). This
contributes to a sense of confusion and can poten-
tially lead to a shift in how the individual thinks and
feels about God (fluctuating-mixed representa-
tional model of God). Likewise, the individual may
lack clarity or certainty about how God feels about
him or her and/or how he or she thinks and feels
about him or herself. Relational uncertainty may
lead to a preoccupation with his or her relationship
with God, wherein he or she may experience levels
of anxiety and/or ambivalence regarding the rela-
tionship. Equally the individual would likely feel
uncertain about his or her own worthiness in the
eyes of God, unsure whether he or she merited
God’s love and attention. The experience of God’s
absence, distance and/or perceived withdrawal of
protection would likely be attributed to some sense

of lack within the self. Statements such as ‘if I am
all right as a person, why doesn’t God respond
in my time of need?’ would characterize this sense
of self (negative representational model of self).
Table 2 summarizes the representational models of
self and God as an attachment figurefor each of the
hypothesized ATG patterns, hereafter called ATG
profiles. These are labelled autonomous-secure,
insecure-preoccupied and insecure-dismissing. The
three hypothesised ATG profiles, although derived
from attachment theory and prior psychology of reli-
gion research, are presented as potential profiles. It
is this potentiality (in their operationally defined
form) which is the focus of the current article.

Drawing Together Attachment Theory and
Christian Religious Experience

The conceptualizations of secure and insecure
ATG hypothesized above go beyond Ainsworth’s
behavioural observation of infant attachment, while
nonetheless retaining the essence of attachment
described by Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980, 1988) and
Ainsworth (Ainsworth, 1972, 1973, 1985a, 1985b;
Ainsworth et al., 1971). Two key functions of attach-
ment, haven of safety and secure base—well
described by both human attachment theorists (for
example, see Bowlby,1988) and reframed by prior
ATG researchers (for example, see Granqvist & Kirk-
patrick, 2008; Kirkpatrick, 1995, 1997a, 1999, 2005)
are included in the ATG profile definitions described
above. In addition, the definitions include the (i)
Cognitive component of attachment integral to
adult conceptualizations of attachment framed with-
in the cognitive-social attachment perspective (for
example, see Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991;
Bartholomew, 1994; Bartholomew & Shaver, 1998;
Bartholomew & Moretti, 2002; Collins & Read,
1990, 1994; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994a, 1994b;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987); and the (ii) Affect- relational
component central to conceptualizations of adult
attachment framed within the developmental attach-
ment perspective (see George, Kaplan, & Main,
1996; George & West, 1999; Main, Kaplan, & Cas-
sidy, 1987; Main, 2000). Both adult attachment per-
spectives have their conceptual grounding in Bowl-
by’s theory of attachment (1969, 1973, 1980) and
offer important insights into attachment. While to
date most ATG researchers position their research
within the cognitive-social perspective (for example,
see Beck & McDonald, 2004; Kirkpatrick, 1997b,
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1998; Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002; Sim & Loh,
2003), there have been more recent attempts to
explore ATG using the developmental attachment
perspective (Hall, 2004, 2005; Proctor, 2006). As
previously noted, the two approaches differ in their
choice of assessment strategies. While self-report
measures (largely used by proponents of the cogni-
tive-social attachment perspective) provide a quick
means of tapping into Christians’ conscious ATG
experiences, interviews offer the opportunity to tap
both conscious and unconscious material and conse-
quently both implicit and explicit ATG representa-
tions (see Proctor, 2006; Proctor et al., in review).

Assessing Attachment to God: Developing a New
Approach

To date ATG has generally been assessed using
either categorical or dimensional self-report mea-

sures (See, Kirkpatrick and Shaver’s (1992) three cat-
egory classification of ATG; Kirkpatrick (1997b,
1998) modified version of Bartholomew and
Horowitz’s adult attachment model (Bartholomew
& Horowitz, 1991); Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002)
two dimension assessment of ATG). More recently
developed measures of attachment to God include:
ACSS1—God Attachment Scale (Proctor, Miner,
& Dowson, in review); Attachment to God Inven-
tory (Beck & McDonald, 2004); and the Attach-
ment to God Measure (Sim & Loh, 2003). What
characterizes all these measures is they require that
participants report about their ATG without having
to provide any specific relational evidence to sub-
stantiate their ATG claims. Generally the measures
focus on assessing God functioning as protector and
comforter (haven of safety function); however, God

TABLE 2
Definitions of model of self and models of God for the secure and insecure ATG profilesa

ATG PROFILES REPRESENTATIONAL MODEL REPRESENTATIONAL MODEL OF GOD
OF ‘SELF’ AS ‘OTHER

Secure-autonomous Appreciate and value themselves; under God is perceived as available, caring, supportive
standing that they are loved by God. Find and responsive  to the individual’s needs
a confidence in that knowledge that especially when adverse situations are being 
reassures and encourages them to faced, a God who has and continues to lovingly
continue to value themselves, with the respond when God’s protection and/ or 
result that they feel comfortable in and comfort  is sought.
engaged with their life journey, exploring
both their external and internal world.

Insecure Experience uncertainty about their own God is perceived as inconsistently available or
anxious/preoccupied worth, possibly reflected in statements responsive, one whose presence and support

such ‘If I am ok why is God not there for may be withdrawn at any time, a God whose
me?’ One’s worth and value as a person feelings about the believer are perceived as
related to his/her perception of God’s lacking clarity or certainty from the believer’s
absence and/or withdrawal from him/her. perspective, such that the believer is unable to

accurately identify God’s feeling for and or
valuing about them.

Insecure-dismissing One’s sense of self may range from an God is perceived as distant, withdrawn from
overall devaluing of oneself such as and/or abandoning of him/her, especially
I’m not worth anything’ to a confidence during times of need. Alternately God is
in self, that may not in reality entail perceived as generally disinterested in the at
depth, a defensive position such as the level of the ‘personal,’ and as lacking
‘I’m fine, there’s nothing wrong with me.’ relevance for the believer, not one to be relied

upon for strength or support.

a Hesse, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 1999, 1998, 1997a, 1997b, 1995; Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002.

1 ASCC – Australian Centre for Studies in Spirituality.
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as a Christian’s source of security (secure base func-
tion) is generally overlooked. Neither do short self-
report measures provide the depth of information
that might prove to be useful in a therapeutic setting.
Equally they are liable to biases due to impression
management, individuals seeking to present their
relationship with God in a positive light.

Moving toward the use of interviews can help
counter overt impression management by a
client/patient/respondent, for it is more challenging
to sustain intentional impression management
throughout an interview. This is a particular case of
the debate in the general attachment literature on the
respective place, merits and overlap of self-reports
and interviews (Jacobitz, Curran, & Moller, 2002;
Roisman, Holland, Fortuna, Fraley, Clausell, &
Clarke, 2007). There are other advantages to assess-
ing ATG using an interview. As Bartholomew and
Moretti (2002) noted, interviews provide “rich clini-
cal material”, are “valuable for clarifying attachment-
related concepts and processes and for generating
new ideas and hypotheses”, and provide “a way of
understanding the psychological meaning of attach-
ment within the unique context of an individual’s life”
(Bartholomew & Moretti 2002, pp.164-165). For
example, during an interview information about
events which activate the attachment system and elic-
it attachment behaviours can be explored. More
broadly an interview format is ideal for eliciting affec-
tively-laden and behavioural expressions of an indi-
vidual’s relationship with God, as well as eliciting
details about how the individual conceptualizes God.
Moreover, unlike self reports, interviews do not arbi-
trarily constrain individuals’ response options and
present an opportunity to tap into the complexity
and richness of an individual’s relationship with God.

Conceptualization of Specific Attachment to God
Profiles

In seeking to develop a procedure for assessing
Christians’ relationship with God using narrative
data, three research tasks were undertaken. These
tasks included: 

i. Conceptualization of three ATG profiles (out-
lined above); 

ii. Operationally defining the profiles as a series of
specific relational markers; and

iii. Examining Christians’ relationship with God
narratives for specific ‘in vivo’ evidence of the
specific relational markers.

Once these tasks were completed a fourth task
would involve the development of a strategy (i.e., a
coding system) for assignment of an overall ATG
profile to an individual narrative. This latter task was
not an objective of the current study.

Operationally Defining the Three Attachment to
God Profiles

Each of the three hypothesized (potential) ATG
profiles definitions was operationally defined as a set
of specific relational markers. This involved identify-
ing the key elements of each of the ATG profile con-
ceptualizations covering aspects of cognition (con-
cepts of self and other), relationship (affectively
charged valuing and experiencing the relationship)
and personal-behavioural indicators of relational
quality. The goal was to provide concise, relevant
markers that exactly covered each key element. Key
elements were drawn from the literature on human
attachment and attachment to God, with particular
attention paid to the secure base function, as dis-
cussed more fully below.

1. Secure attachment to God profile markers
A total of six relational markers operationally

defined the secure ATG profile. Marker 1, labeled
‘positive concept of God’ (model of God as
other) addressed the positive characteristics (cogni-
tions) of God as an attachment figure. A positive
concept of God was characterized by terms such as
loving, caring, available, responsive, comforting
and protecting. The descriptors (positive for secure
ATG and negative for insecure ATG) were largely
drawn from the Christian Bible. The Old Testa-
ment (OT) is resplendent with images used to com-
municate information about the nature of God, or
at least of the attempt by humans to conceive of the
“incomprehensible reality of God” (Bracken, 2002,
p.362). One such example is: “This God—how per-
fect are his deeds! How dependable are his words!
He is like a shield for all who seek his protection”
(Psalm 18: 30).  Marker two addressed the overall
affective quality of an individual’s ATG experi-
ences. For example, secure ATG relational experi-
ences would consist of generally positive relational
experiences, these analogous to the positive attach-
ment experiences of children identified in infant
attachment literature (Ainsworth et al., 1971).
Marker three addressed how the ATG relationship
was valued by the individual. For example, in the
case of the securely attached individual, it would be
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expected an individual would report valuing
his/her relationship with God.

Secure ATG not only involves being consistently
protected in times of threat, it also involves confi-
dent exploration of, and engagement in life’s jour-
ney. Exploration and engagement are possible
because the individual is aware that God remains
available should situations emerge where support,
comfort, help and/or protection is needed. The
remaining markers for the secure ATG profile
addressed this secure base function of ATG. Howev-
er conceptualizing how the secure base function
might manifest proved challenging. While broadly
mentioned in the ATG literature, this function of
ATG is generally not well defined.

More recently, Beck (2006) addressed the ques-
tion: ‘How might this secure base dynamic man-
ifest itself in a relationship with God?’ He sug-
gested a number of attributes as potential
expressions of the secure base function. They includ-
ed: (i) “the believer reaps the confidence to face
new challenges” which derives from passages such
as “I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13); (ii) The seeking
of experiences within the experiential and emotional
sphere of religious life via “prayer, worship, or
practice of spiritual disciplines”, (iii) Possible peri-
ods wherein there is some experience of felt separa-
tion or alienation from God;  (iv) Less anxiety about
angering God if one discusses “new, potentially
radical, theological ideas”; and (v) Exploration of
“deeper or alternative theological formulations
of his/her faith” (Beck, 2006, pp. 126-127).

In emphasizing theological exploration as an essen-
tial component of the secure base function of ATG,
Beck links into Batson, Schoenrade and Ventis
(1993)’s Quest religious orientation research. More
specifically Beck notes that Quest “captures a religious
orientation that involves three facets: (a) The feeling
that doubt is a positive experience; (b) A willingness to
change religious views across the lifespan; and (c) The
presence of existential questions which stimulate reli-
gious inquiry” (Beck, 2006, p.126). While not suggest-
ing that the secure base function and questing are the
same, nevertheless Beck suggests that some aspects of
questing are related to theological exploration, which
Becks considers as a key expression/manifestation of
the secure base function. Similarly, from the area of
general adult attachment, the Adult Attachment Inter-
view (the gold standard for assessing adult human
attachment) defines the secure/autonomous state of

mind as entailing the capacity to examine both positive
and negative experiences and to flexibly change one’s
view of a particular relationship or experience in the
light of a fresh examination of the evidence (Main &
Goldwyn, 1998).

Some of Beck’s (2006) markers of the secure base
function have likewise been considered by the cur-
rent authors, but are expressed as affective-cognitive
attributes required for the psycho-spiritual explo-
ration of one’s life journey. For example, marker 4
labelled ‘comfortable questioning’ (defined as free-
dom and/or comfortableness to question and exam-
ine one’s beliefs) is an attitudinal position that might
find expression in Beck’s attributes of less anxiety
about angering God if one discusses “new, potentially
radical, theological ideas” (Beck, 2006, p.127), and
exploration of “deeper or alternative theological
formulations of his/her faith” (Beck, 2006, p.126).
Likewise, marker 5 labelled ‘Doubting accepted’
(defined as recognition of doubt as a part of a healthy
relationship, with possible discomfort about the
doubts, and acceptance of their presence) is an attitu-
dinal position that would accommodate a number of
Beck’s secure base attributes, including possible peri-
ods where there is some experience of felt separation
or alienation from God (Beck, 2006, p.126) and  less
anxiety about angering God if one discusses “new,
potentially radical, theological ideas”(Beck, 2006,
p.127). This also speaks to the freedom of perspective
and thought that is central to Main and Goldwyn’s
view of the secure/autonomous state of mind (Main
& Goldwyn, 1998; Main, 2000). Finally, the last
secure ATG marker 6 labelled ‘Integration’ (defined
as a capacity to reflectively embrace and integrate
positive and negative life experiences within his/her
spiritual framework and relationship with God) is
intended to capture and communicate a sense of
movement/progression within the relationship and
the central ability of security to integrate diverse expe-
riences in a coherent way that can acknowledge dis-
parity. Again this marker reflects an underlying attitu-
dinal position. Taken together markers 4, 5 and 6
operationally define the secure base function of
ATG proposed by the current authors. They denote
an affective-cognitive attitude that underpins the psy-
cho-spiritual exploration of life and relationship with
God. In general, the ATG relational markers are
hypothesized to capture the key elements the hypoth-
esized secure ATG profile.  They also formed the
basis of the template used for coding individuals’ nar-
rative account of their relationship with God.
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2. Insecure attachment to God profile markers
A total of five relational markers were deemed to

operationally define each of the insecure ATG pro-
files. Marker one for each profile addressed less posi-
tive to negative cognitions about God. Marker two
addressed the overall affective quality of an insecurely
attached individual’s relational experiences. For exam-
ple, the preoccupied relationship would be character-
ized by relational inconsistency, the dismissing by rela-
tional avoidance and distance. These less optimal
attachment experiences are analogous to attachment
experiences of insecurely attached children identified
in AAI literature (Ainsworth et al., 1971). Marker
three addressed the extent to which the ATG relation-
ship was valued by the individual. Insecurely attached
individuals would experience their relationship with
God as problematic. In preoccupied attachment,
given the perceived unpredictability of God’s respon-
siveness, there would likely be a preoccupation with
the relationship that was characterized by expressions
of anxiety and/or ambivalence as the individual strug-
gled to remain confident of God’s preparedness to
provide protection in the event of threat. In terms of
the underlying attachment system, attachment-related
anxiety contributes to the activation of attachment fig-
ures’ representations and elicits attachment-related
behaviour such as proximity seeking. The aim of this
behaviour is to obtain closeness to the attachment fig-
ure so as to ensure protection is obtained in the event
of new threat (Mikulincer, Gillath & Shaver, 2002). By
comparison, the insecure-dismissing individual would
likely devalue, dismiss and/ or discount his or her rela-
tionship with God. The absence of prior positive
experiences of God providing protection during times
of threat contributes to attachment avoidance. In
terms of the underlying attachment system this mani-
fests as inhibition of the system itself. Outwardly, this
individual is unlikely to demonstrate any signs of prox-
imity seeking behaviour, as there is no expectation
that God will respond should he or she emit signs of
feeling threatened (Mikulincer et al., 2002).  Markers
four and five relate to sense of self and God in relation
to the possibility of a secure base function. In the case
of the preoccupied profile markers four and five
address the individual’s uncertainty regarding self
worth and their anxious and ambivalent feelings
about God. For the dismissing profile these markers
address model of self (a defensive, independent sense
of self) and the general tendency to regard relation-
ship with God negatively. Taken together the five pre-
occupied and five dismissing markers were deemed to

operationally define the hypothesized insecure-preoc-
cupied and insecure-dismissing ATG profiles.

No secure base markers were developed in rela-
tion to the insecure profiles since failure to resolve
and/or obtain consistent protection in times of
threat (that is, to experience the haven of safety func-
tion of attachment) would prevent development of
the secure base function within an insecurely
attached individual’s relationship with God. This
contention is premised on human attachment expe-
riences, wherein environmental exploration (physi-
cal and/or psychological) has been shown only to
occur when an individual feels confident that his or
her attachment figures are available. This knowledge
provides the secure base from which exploration can
safely occur (Bowlby, 1988). Such knowledge is gen-
erally less stable for the preoccupied person and
absent for the dismissing person, whether experienc-
ing a human or spiritual attachment bond.  Taken
together the five preoccupied and the five dismissing
markers were deemed to be operational expressions
of the hypothesized insecure ATG profiles.  They,
along with the secure markers formed the template
used for coding individuals’ narrative account of
their relationship with God.  The relational markers
for each of ATG profile is summarized in Table 3.

The current study

The aim of the current study was to (i) conceptu-
alize three theoretically-derived ATG profiles; (ii)
operationally define the potential profiles as a series
of specific relational markers; and (iii) examine
Christians’ relationship with God narratives for spe-
cific ‘in vivo’ evidence of the relational markers.
Taken together these three tasks formed the first
stage in verifying that the hypothesized (potential)
ATG profiles have a basis in Christians’ actual (in-
vivo) relationship with God experiences.

METHOD

Participants

Thirty-one participants ranging in age from 18 to
77 years (M = 39.5 years) participated in the study
(21 females, 10 males; 29 Australian-born). They
reported their Christian religious affiliation as
Catholic (n = 20), various Protestant denominations
(n = 9), and other mainstream Christian faith com-
munities (n = 2). Participants were a convenience
sample of local church community members from
the metropolitan Sydney & Central Coast areas of
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NSW, Australia and first year psychology students
from the School of Psychology, University of Western
Sydney, Australia. Participants were required to be of
a Christian background. They were not required to
currently be engaged in religious activities. 

Measure 

The God Attachment Interview Schedule
(GAIS) (Proctor, 2006) is an autobiographical narra-
tive interview protocol used for assessing an adult’s
‘state of mind’ with respect to his or her attachment
to God. It is a semi-structured interview protocol
that requires approximately 1 to 11⁄2 hours to com-
plete. The relational narrative is deemed to be a sub-
jective account of the recollections of the individual

about his or her childhood, adolescent and current
adult relationship with God (Main, Kaplan & Cas-
sidy, 1985; Main & Goldwyn, 1998). The interview
questions are open, do not use terms from attach-
ment theory and do not lead respondents to frame
answers in any particular way. Conceptually the pro-
tocol is set within an attachment developmental per-
spective. The GAIS allows for a consideration of
narrative content (explicit ATG relational represen-
tations) independent of the manner in which a nar-
rative is delivered (deemed to reflect implicit ATG
relational representations). The interview narrative
is able to be assessed in terms of both ATG profiles
and ATG states of mind (Proctor, 2006).

TABLE 3
Attachment to God relational markers, including marker definitions

Marker SecureATG Preoccupied ATG Dismissing ATG
Number relational markers relational markers relational markers

1 Positive concept of God: Fluctuating concept of God: Negative concept of God: 
A concept of God characterized God characterized as available to an God characterized as impersonal,
by terms and experiences such as: extent; responsive but with questionable distant, unavailable, unresponsive, and 
God as loving, caring, available, consistency; present and supportive, uninterested in their personal affairs
responsive, comforting, protecting. but with an anticipation of withdrawal

of said presence at any point in time.

2 Positive relatfional experiences: Mixed relational experiences: Negative relationship experiences:
Relational experiences which are Relational experiences that  are  mixed Relational experiences where negative 
predominately positive in tone. (positive and negative) in their tonal experiences tend to override 

content recollection of neutral or positive 
experiences.

3 Values relationship with God: Preoccupied with relationship: Negates relationship:
Report valuing of his/her relationship Moderate to excessive preoccupation Devaluing, dismissing or discounting 
with God. with his/her relationship with God. of his/her relationship with God.

4 Comfortable questioning: Questions value to God: Stand Alone: 
Freedom and/or comfortableness to A lack of clarity or certainty with respect An avoidance of relying upon God,
question and examine his/her beliefs. to God's feeling or valuing of where he/she reports wanting to stand

him/her, with the result that he/she is on his/her own feet, claiming 
uncertain about how he/she feels about personal strength or independence.
the relationship.

5 Doubting accepted: Sense of confusion: Negative bias:
Recognition of doubt as a part of a Report a sense of confusion about Negative experiences tend to override
healthy relationship, with possible how he/she feels about God recollection of neutral or positive
discomfort about the doubts, and experiences.
acceptance of their presence.

6 Integration:
A capacity to reflectively embrace and
integrate positive and negative life
experiences within his/her spiritual
framework and relationship with God.
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Procedure

Ethics approval was obtained from the University
of Western Sydney’s Human Ethics Committee prior
to commencement of the study. Interviews were con-
ducted at time of mutual convenience to both the
interviewer and interviewee. Written consent was
obtained prior to the interview, with participants
debriefed at the conclusion of their interview. All
interviews were conducted by the first author. In addi-
tion, after completing their interview participants
completed a self-report measure of ATG, the ACSS-
GAS (Australasian Centre for Studies in Spirituali-
ty—God Attachment Scale) (Proctor et al., in review).

The goal of this study, and more broadly of quali-
tative research, is to develop a deep, rich and broad
understanding of the phenomena under investiga-
tion. In the context of data collection and analysis
the issues of importance are the credibility, transfer-
ability, dependability and confirmability of findings
and not statistical significance (as per quantitative
research) (Krefting, 1991). Illustration of a phe-
nomenon is a crucial: it is the first step in confirming
that theoretically-derived concepts have a basis in
lived experience. In this case the goal was to illus-
trate, if possible, that Christians experience their
attachment to God ‘in vivo’—in ways that are consis-
tent with present theoretical thinking about human
and ATG thinking.

Interview Analysis

The GAIS narrative transcripts were fully tran-
scribed then analysed using the ATG relational mark-
er coding template. Each narrative was examined for
specific relationship with God experiences that satis-
fied any of the markers’ definitions. This process
yielded a sub-set of relational examples for each of
the secure and insecure markers, examples of which
are provided in the findings. Data was stored in and
managed using the software program NVivo (QSR
International, NVivo).  

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

The current study had several objectives: to con-
ceptually define three ATG profiles (these deemed
to potentially exist), to operationally define said pro-
files as a series of specific relational markers, and to
explore participants’ relationship with God narra-
tives for specific examples of the relational markers.
While a longer term goal is to undertake profile anal-
ysis at the level of an individual narrative, the aim of

the current paper was to explore the potentiality of
the hypothesized ATG profiles in their operationally
defined form: as a set of specific relational markers.
Thus at this time no attempt was made to assign an
overall ATG profile to the 31 individual transcripts.
A strategy to guide that that process is still being
developed. At this point in time the primary interest
was in exploring if the relational markers were able
to be detected within a variety of narrative accounts
of individuals’ relationships with God experiences. 

Attachment to God Profile Markers

The participants’ narrative accounts varied both
in the depth and richness of detail they contained
regarding their relationships with God experiences,
as well as in terms of the overall narrative coherency
of participants’ conversational discourse (Proctor,
2006). Content analysis of the transcripts revealed
relational evidence supportive of both the secure
and insecure ATG profile relational markers. 

Secure-Autonomous ATG Profile Markers

Analysis revealed ample relationship with God
experiences that met the definitional criteria for the
first three secure ATG markers: positive God con-
cept, positive relational experiences, and valuing of
relationship with God. As the following selection of
excerpts show, some participants conceptualized
God in positive ways (Marker 1:  ‘Positive concept
of God’), characterizations that are consistent with
those associated with human attachment figures
(Bowlby 1973, 1978 1988; Bartholomew, 1991).

(P25): ‘... I guess that God is far greater than I ... I have
this conviction and knowledge of God being my father
and of being, I guess God being my primary care giver,
… of God being primarily the one who looks after me
and of loving God more, loving who God is’.

(P24): ‘I always believed He was constantly around, that
He was there if I needed to ask something….. You could
always turn to if you needed help or if you were in trou-
ble’. 

(P22): ‘like caring, like powerful, like my father’.

(P16): ‘I still had the feeling that He was a caring person
and that He always looked down on me’. 

Likewise, there were ample examples of participants
experiencing aspects of their relationship with God
positively (Marker 2: ‘Positive relational experi-
ences’):
(P1): ‘There’s just a general feeling that God’s walking
with me this time, I feel that He’s walking with me’.
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(P27): ‘I feel that God is with me all the time and that’s a
great comfort to me’. 

(P29): ‘I found that He’s always been there, if I have a
problem I can always turn that way and everything
seems to be easier’. 

(P20): ‘His arms were around me just rocking me’. 

(P4): ‘When I’m trying to deal with a stressful situation I
sometimes feel a real sense of peace or reassurance
which for me, is a sign that He is caring for me, that He
is supporting me through it’.

So, too, some participants reported valuing their
relationship with God (Marker 3 ‘Values relation-
ship with God’). In some instances this relationship
was described as pivotal, the following excerpts illus-
trative of the centrality of this relationship in the lives
of some participants: 
(P2): ‘My relationship with God is something that is to
be lived through every minute of my life, not just some-
thing that poured on and off on Sunday which is what it
was like in childhood. So I suppose through adolescence
and adulthood it’s more, my faith is more integral part
of my life and my relationship is integral and more a
part of me’

(P30): It’s different, it’s a relationship that I suppose I
don’t have with anyone else who I consider to be close
to me, which is how I know it’s different, it’s special’.

Fewer relationship experiences were identified that
met the definitional criteria of the remaining three
secure ATG markers—those that operationally define
the secure base function of ATG.  For example, only a
limited number of participants appeared to feel free
and comfortable to question and examine their beliefs
(Marker 4: ‘Comfortable questioning’). In the follow-
ing sample excerpt a participant speaks of times when
he/she had reviewed and reflected about his/her
understanding of the nature of God, his/her percep-
tion of God’s responsiveness and of his/her own deci-
sion to surrender to God’s timing of life events:
(P25): ‘There were times when I looked back where there are
obvious things where I had a great concern for something to
happen and then it didn’t happen and again they were times
for me to realize that God is different to me. . . . I think there
were times when I was confused but there was much quicker
realization ‘Well okay God. I’m very small God, you’re much
bigger than me, you’re different to me and so I’m going to go
with what you think rather than what I think’.

Likewise, only a small number of experiences were
assigned to Marker 5: ‘Doubting accepted’. The fol-
lowing sample excerpt captures both the sense of
tension that is experienced when an individual strug-
gles with relational doubt and the discomfort experi-
enced during such times:

(P2): ‘I needed to wrestle that loss happens, that I lost my Dad
and things were not predictable, that life wasn’t predictable
and that had an impact on how I saw God ‘cause if God was
holding everything and everything was in God, how could this
happen? So I think coming to some sort of resolution that bad
things can happen, I suppose God doesn’t give me anymore
than I can cope with, deal with, it just made my faith and my
relationship with God more complex. I really think that losing
Dad early put me on the road to being more independent and
thinking things around and whether that gave another push
for my relationship with God to be more mature’.

Similarly only a few participants reported experi-
ences deemed to reflect a capacity to reflectively
embrace and integrate positive and negative life
experiences within his or her spiritual framework
and relationship with God (Marker 6: ‘Integration’).
The following example captures the essence of this
marker, the participant recounting the process of
reflection that occurred she sought to understand
and achieve a sense of cohesion within her relation-
ship with God: 
(P27): ‘I feel that in the periods of my life where I’ve been
quite low, I can see that God has basically done a great deal to
bring me out of the pit and I feel today that all good things
have come from Him and when things happen that it’s not
necessarily the sin in my life . . . . . . it’s important not to curse
God because He says ‘Are you just going to take the good stuff
and not the bad as well?’ and I’d rather God be in control of
the bad stuff than not, so I think God gives me perspective
and strength to get through those things’.

More broadly, while there was an abundance of
relational examples that related to the haven of
safety function of secure ATG (Markers 1, 2 and 3),
there far fewer relational examples that related to
the secure base function of secure ATG (Markers 4,
5, and 6).

Insecure Preoccupied ATG Profile Markers

Analysis revealed relational experiences that met
the definitional criteria of the five preoccupied ATG
relational markers. For example, the following sam-
ple extract illustrates how one participant experi-
enced his ideas of God fluctuating (Marker 1 ‘Fluctu-
ating concept of God’):
(P14): ‘It’s just the fact of searching and the road is not
smooth when you’re searching for God. I don’t find it
smooth and I just seem to fluctuate between perhaps
He’s here at one time and He’s not there at another time’
(God as inconsistently present).

In some instances participants reported a shift
rather than fluctuations in their God concept.
Taken in isolation it is impossible to determine
whether these changes marks part of an ongoing
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movement in their conceptualization of God. For
example, in the excerpt below the participant
appears to have attained a more sophisticated con-
cept of God. This could be the result of affective-
cognitive maturation, religious socialization and/or
religious education:
(P19): ‘My concept of God in adolescence, I still believed
that He existed and that He was there but I didn’t think
of Him as that picture any more. I knew that He couldn’t
possibly be, His form couldn’t be that way, He could
have blond hair; He could not necessarily wear a robe’.

To meet the ‘fluctuating concept of God’ mark-
er’s definition an individual transcript would need
to be scrutinized to see whether a reported shift in
God concept was an enduring change or whether
the individual experienced further changes/shifts in
their God concept. Further shifts, should they be
detected, might allow one to classify an overall fluc-
tuating God concept.

Analysis revealed relational experiences that met
the definitional criteria of the five preoccupied mark-
ers. The following selection of transcript excerpts is
tendered to illustrate the type of experience that was
deemed to meet these markers’ definitions:

Marker 2: ‘Mixed relational experiences’
(P21): ‘When I started to experience difficult things . . .
and I didn’t understand why. Like was I being punished
or things like that…my preconception was that He was
going to protect me and He doesn’t seem to be in these
circumstances He mustn’t be there’.

Marker 3: ‘Questions value to God’
(P4): ‘The main thing my relationship with God is a bit
uncertain because I’m not sure where I stand in God’s
eyes and I’m not sure what type of relationship I have
with God at the moment . . . . .. whether God still loves
me and still accepts me’.

Marker 4: ‘Preoccupied with relationship’
(P14): ‘I’ve tried to, I need to get closer to Him, I think
I’m searching more sincerely and more deeply for
Him’ . . . . It’s utterly necessary to me, I cannot be with-
out Him. He’s supporting me; it’s more of a God-crea-
ture relationship… I need to be as close to Him as
possible’.

Marker 5: ‘Sense of confusion’
(P17): ‘He hasn’t seemed to be there and I got to a point
where I really didn’t think He was there and it didn’t
make sense that He wouldn’t help to honour our mar-
riage, …I got to a point where it really made sense to
dismiss God although and reject Him but I knew what
that would lead to,…Like I’ve been down that road
before on a lesser scale, ….I knew that ultimately it
could only lead to despair’.

Insecure- dismissing ATG profile markers

Analysis revealed some relational experiences in
support of the dismissing ATG profile markers.
However, relative to the other profile markers,
among this participant sample there were fewer rela-
tional experiences able to be assigned to the dismiss-
ing markers. For example, a limited number of par-
ticipants reported experiences that satisfied the
definitional criteria of Marker 3: ‘Negates relation-
ship’. These participants tended to dismiss or dis-
count their relationship rather than devalue it. Cyni-
cal overtones were evident among their narrative
recounts; it appeared over time some participants
had retreated from, and did not anticipate being in a
personal relationship with God or that God might
respond during their times of need. 

Likewise, only a few participants described rela-
tionships wherein negative experiences tended to
override recollection of neutral or positive experi-
ences (Marker 5: ‘Negative bias’). These partici-
pants reported relationships with God characterized
by doubt, times of anger, uncertainty, and question-
ing, as well as periods where they recalled having
struggled within the relationship. Sometimes their
struggle related to the most fundamental issue—the
existence of God. Positive relationship experiences,
if mentioned, appeared to be restricted to either a
specific period in the participant’s life (childhood
for participant No 12 and adulthood for participant
No 17). God was described as distant from them, no
longer necessarily prioritized as of importance in the
individual’s life. Diminishment of God’s relevance
often arose out of experiences of feeling abandoned
by and/or disappointed in God, feelings associated
with participants’ perception that God had failed to
respond during times of need or distress. Presenting
evidence that supports the marker ‘negative bias’ is
problematic as the notion of a negative bias only
makes sense when the entire transcript’s. It is best
examined and reported in the form of a case study
(not possible in the current article).

Analysis revealed some relational experiences
that met the definitional criteria of the remaining
three dismissing markers, with the following selec-
tion tendered as examples:

Marker 1: ‘Negative concept of God’
(P4): ‘God was portrayed as someone way out there …..
my sense was that there was a void between us, there-
fore when I say my relationship with God was distant,
no sense of closeness based on my upbringing’.
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Marker 2: ‘Negative relationship experiences’
(P1) ‘Those times of four defining events I felt God
abandoning me, maybe punishing. I don’t think that’s it
but it felt like that at least for a while where my own self
worth was questioned in those times . . . . it definitely felt
distant in terms of my relationship with God in those
times and to a certain extent abandoned or rejected’.

(P21): ‘I think I felt betrayed, that He’d betrayed by
trust, that I’d trusted Him for so long and He’s broken it
by not helping me, abandonment’.

Marker 4: ‘Stand Alone’
(P28): ‘I forgot about him then, I didn’t forget him, I
didn’t really talk as much to Him as prior, like to that,
and prior, at the time I was really like distant and after
that it was okay’.

(P9):‘Why should I, what has He ever done for me, you
know, and I need Him like I need a hole in the head, at
this kind of stuff, you know. So it really means to a
degree I was totally anti God’.

Representational Models of Self and God as
Significant Other 

In addition to operationally defining ATG as a
series of markers, the current study conceptualized
ATG as a series of representational models of self
and God as significant other (see Table 2).

Representational Models of Self

At the broader conceptual level, participants’ rep-
resentational models of self could be differentiated
in theoretically meaningful ways. Those whose tran-
scripts were tagged with secure ATG relational mark-
ers spoke in ways that suggested they understood
themselves to be loveable in the eyes of God. They
appeared to find confidence in this knowledge, such
that they appreciated and valued themselves. Some
spoke of drawing strength from their knowledge of
God’s love of them; as a result they felt comfortable
in, and engaged with, their life journey. However,
these latter elements of the secure self-perception
were not experienced by all those reporting secure
ATG experiences. It appeared a certain level of confi-
dence in both God and self was required before indi-
viduals progressed to be being able to manage their
relational doubts, struggles and questioning in ways
which ultimately led to a strengthening, rather than a
weakening of their relationship with God.

The representational models of self of those whose
transcripts were tagged with insecure ATG markers
were less able to be theoretically differentiated in a

meaningful way.  Their ‘self’ models included self
doubt and concerns about their worthiness and value
to God, this likely to have implications for their self-
esteem. They appeared to make decisions about their
self worth in light of God’s actions, their value as a per-
son seemingly related to their perception of God’s
valuing them. For example, a decline in some partici-
pants’ positive self regard occurred when God was
experienced as temporarily absent and/or withdraw-
ing from them, the reverse being the case when they
experienced their relationship in more positive ways.
Conversely, no such fluctuations were evident in the
model of self presented by those reporting relational
experiences assigned to the dismissing ATG markers.
However, tapping into these individuals’ model of self
was more problematic. There was an overall absence
of relational experiences associated with representa-
tional models of self in these interviews. A tendency to
focus on God rather than themselves in the context of
their relationship with God rendered it difficult to gain
a clear insight into these individuals’ self perceptions,
i.e. their model of self.  Consequently model of self
was more evident among participants reporting rela-
tional experiences assigned to the secure and preoccu-
pied ATG markers.

Representational Models of God as
Significant Other 

At the broader conceptual level, participants’ rep-
resentational models of God could be differentiated
in theoretically meaningful ways. Those reporting
experiences assigned to the secure ATG markers (and
potentially having a secure ATG profile) generally
described God as accessible, responsive to their
needs, and especially helpful when adverse situations
were faced.  God was experienced as readily available
when required, One who lovingly responded when
protection and/or comfort was sought. In compari-
son, those reporting relational experiences assigned
to the preoccupied ATG markers (and potentially
having an insecure-anxious/ preoccupied ATG pro-
file) described God as inconsistently available or
responsive. They experienced God’s presence and
support as varying, such that they lacked clarity or
certainty as to whether they could rely upon God.
This left them feeling uncertain and at times unable
to accurately identify a sense of God valuing them.
On the other hand, while experiencing disappoint-
ment about God’s inconsistent presence in their lives,
they reported being hopeful their relationship with
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God might improve. Broadly these individuals
reported a more positive representational model of
God, relative to their less positive representational
model of self.

Participants reporting relational experiences
assigned to the dismissing ATG markers (and poten-
tially having an insecure-dismissing ATG profile) pre-
sented a substantially more negative representational
model of God. They described God as distant or
withdrawn from and/or abandoning of them, espe-
cially during times of need. This contributed to their
perception God had been and/or was unavailable,
inaccessible and unresponsive and/or they experi-
enced God as more generally uninterested in them, at
times this coupled with a sense that God lacked rele-
vance in their lives.  As such these participants report-
ed anticipating no improvement in their relationship
with God and in some cases reported a progressive
deterioration in both the quality and stability of their
relationship with God. Unlike some participants who
hoped God might be available to them and respon-
sive when required (and were more likely to be
tagged with preoccupied ATG markers), these indi-
viduals appeared to have no such future relational
hopes (and were more likely to be tagged with dis-
missing ATG markers). These participants tended to
focus more on dissatisfaction with God; also notable
was the overall absence of relational experiences
associated with representational models of self. This
overall tendency to focus on God (model of other)
rather than the self (model of self) could be regarded
as a defensive posture that maintains the individual’s
sense of self worth in the face of experiencing God as
inaccessible, unavailable and unresponsive.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The theoretically driven examination of the par-
ticipants’ relationship with God narratives revealed
relational experiences in support of the hypothe-
sized ATG profile markers. This marks a first and
crucial step in the process of validating the theoreti-
cally-derived ATG profiles themselves. In addition,
the findings which utilized interview data rather than
self-report measures, generally lend support to the
assumptions underpinning the prior empirical work
of Kirkpatrick and colleagues (for example, see Kirk-
patrick, 1997b, 1998).

Overall, much more relational evidence was able
to be assigned to the secure compared to insecure
(either preoccupied or dismissing) ATG relational

markers. While the study’s parameters allowed for
the possibility of participation by those who had pre-
viously but were not currently in a relationship with
God, few such individuals elected to participate in
the study. Indeed the current sample could be
described as religious. For example, 87% of partici-
pants described themselves as ‘currently Christian’
(n = 27/31); 81% of the sample described themselves
as ‘moderately religious or greater’ (n = 25/31),
while 45% reported they were ‘very to extremely
religious’ (n = 13/31) A majority of participants
reported attending church ‘at least once a month
or more frequently’ (n = 25/31, 81%). This sample
profile suggests the participants were engaged with
rather than disengaged from their relationship with
God. Consequently it could be anticipated such a
sample would more likely report secure ATG experi-
ences. It was less likely they would report relation-
ships characterized by insecurity, but in the event
they did, it they would more likely report experi-
ences consistent with preoccupied ATG rather than
dismissing ATG. Despite this, participants’ ATG
experiences when explored using the ATG relational
markers could be differentiated in theoretically
meaningful ways.

It should be noted that, unlike prior ATG
research that has predominately been framed within
a social-cognitive attachment perspective (e.g. Kirk-
patrick, 1992-2005) the current study was conceptu-
alized within the development attachment perspec-
tive. The latter perspective emphasizes use of
narrative data and assessment by interview (George
& West. 1999, 2001) and employs a 3-category classi-
fication model of organized attachment patterns
(George et al., 1996) (rather than a 4 way categoriza-
tion that would add a disorganized/unresolved adult
attachment pattern)(Main and Goldwyn, 1998;
Hesse, 1999; Hesse and Main, 2000). In this per-
spective the model of self in the dismissing category
is not always so clear, that is, some of those having a
negative concept of self and likely to be classified as
fearful-avoidant on self-reports or as unresolved due
to loss or trauma are likely to fall into the dismissing
category when a three way split is used. This is an
issue to be sorted out in further research with head-
to-head comparisons with self-reports and with an
AAI comparison or AAI-derived scoring. Notably in
the current study there was a paucity of transcripts
identified with insecure-dismissing attachment to
God (ATG) markers (and potentially an overall dis-
missing ATG profile). A larger sample may yield a
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greater representation of those with dismissing ATG,
thus allowing for a more detailed examination of this
subset of markers.

Although there has been considerable treatment
of the safe haven function in ATG research, until
recently there has been less consideration and analy-
sis of ATG with respect to the secure base function.
Our work contributes to understanding how God
might function as a secure base. We conceptualized
the secure base function as a predominately relation-
al-attitudinal position with (subsequently discov-
ered) links to Beck’s conceptualization of this func-
tion. Of interest is that both the current study’s
authors and Beck independently arrived at similar
markers, suggesting a resonance between the two
conceptualizations of the secure base function
(Beck, 2006) and construct validity. Consequently,
finding relational evidence supportive of the current
authors’ secure base markers also provides some vali-
dation for Beck’s conceptualization of the secure
base function.

The current study highlights the benefits of using
interviews rather than solely relying upon self-report
measures for tapping into ATG. Interviewing partici-
pants revealed a depth of information about their
explicit ATG representations, these coded by author
1 using the ATG relational marker coding template.
Participants reported a range of relationship experi-
ences, some subsequently defined as ATG experi-
ences as per the operational definitions of ATG rela-
tional markers. In turn these attachment-related
experiences are deemed to reflect the three hypothe-
sized, theoretically-derived ATG profiles. Interview-
ing provides an important means by which the rela-
tive proportions of secure and insecure ATG profile
presentations can be established. It avoids reliance
upon the use of median split techniques which are
sometimes used to create artificial groups by those
assessing attachment via self-report tools. However,
these artificial groups may not reflect the distribu-
tion of categories within the community.

The current study makes a number of significant
contributions to ATG research. Whereas self-report
measures address anxiety and avoidance and are
deemed to tap the underlying dimensions of ATG-
related anxiety and avoidance of intimacy, the profile
markers are an attempt to articulate what is meant by
anxiety (as in the potentially preoccupied profile)
and avoidance (as in the potentially dismissing pro-
file). The insecure markers define and contrast what
is experienced as anxiety/preoccupation and avoid-

ance/dismissal in terms of affective and behavioral
expressions - qualities generally not highlighted in
self-report measures.  Understanding about the
nature and experience of anxiety and avoidance
within ATG is expanded, with the current study
adding depth to theorizing about the nature of inse-
cure ATG experiences. In addition, the richly
described theoretical markers have been verified by
relational evidence within a given Christian sample.
The finding that some markers were present across
many interviews (e.g. models of self and other)
whereas other markers were present to a very limited
extent (e.g., secure base themes) indicates that the
exercise was more that merely proof texting but one
of genuine inquiry to try to discern whether partici-
pant responses were consistent with theory. 

The next steps are to validate these markers using
independent measures via a behavioral tool or
implicit measures using discourse analysis (Proctor,
2006) or clinical interviews, as well as to seek valida-
tion against the gold standard of the AAI (with
appropriate modifications). In this initial study we
have not sought to develop markers for an Unre-
solved/Disorganized state of mind as it might apply
to ATG. Nevertheless we acknowledge that in gener-
al attachment theory it constitutes a fourth and
important state of mind that can follow loss and /or
trauma and will undoubtedly find expression in the
(i) narrative content of some Christians’ relationship
with God experiences (Main & Goldwyn, 1998;
Hesse, 1999; Hesse &Main, 2000), and (ii) in
marked coherency lapses in Christians’ discourse
about said relationship with God (Proctor, 2006).
Development of relational markers for this disorga-
nized ATG profile is planned as part of the next
phase of research.

Validation of the ATG profile relational markers is
an important milestone and first step in the develop-
ment of a scoring protocol for assigning an overall
ATG profile based on the narrated experiences of
Christians. As a next step definitive criteria to guide
assignment of an overall ATG profile classification
are being developed. A coherent protocol for this
process requires determining whether (a) there are
sufficient relational markers present within an indi-
vidual’s interview to permit assignment of a specific
ATG profile classification, (ii) which specific relation-
al markers must be present, and (iii) how many and
what, if any, relative weighting should be assigned to
each marker (within a sub-set of markers, e.g. the
secure ATG relational markers). It was prudent to
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defer the development of a protocol for assignment
of an overall ATG profile until relational evidence val-
idating the hypothesized ATG relational markers was
identified from within narrative accounts of Chris-
tians’ relationship with God.

The work of marker validation has significance in
itself. The ATG relational markers operationally
defined and relationally substantiated using Chris-
tians’ reports of their relationship with God, allow
for detection of ATG at a deeper level than is
presently possible using self-report measures. For
example, whereas self-report measures currently
inadequately address or tap secure base experiences,
in this study the interview format and use of the cod-
ing template increased the likelihood the secure base
function of ATG was detected. This greater depth of
information obtained by interview may prove to be
useful and important when working with clients
within a psychotherapeutic setting, especially for
clients of a religious/spiritual worldview. Certainly
for psychologists lacking experience with such
clients, the coding template provides both a theoreti-
cal framework and some specific markers for explor-
ing ATG as a psycho-spiritual variable within the
broader context of individuals’ psychological health.  

Analysis of profiles is an important and next step
in our research. Such research permits consideration
of issues associated with the development of ATG.
For example, a prospective longitudinal study would
enable developmental changes in ATG to be identi-
fied. Alternately, at the level of a given case, at a given
point in time, an individual’s narrative about his/her
relationship with God could be analyzed to identify
how the individual has experienced his/her relation-
ship with God changing as they have matured (not-
ing that this process involves retrospective reflec-
tion). However in order to undertake profile analysis
it was important a-priori to operationally define each
profile so that profile attributes (defined as a set of
relational markers) are able to be identified within
any narrative transcript. In addition, a strategy for
assignment of an overall ATG profile classification to
a given narrative is also required. Once these two
steps are completed analysis at the level of overall
profiles becomes possible.

Conclusion

The current article reports on the process of oper-
ationally defining three hypothesized attachment to
God profiles (secure, preoccupied and dismissing).

The profiles themselves, although derived from
attachment theory and prior psychology of religion
research, currently remain potential profiles. Howev-
er it is this potentiality which has been the focus of the
current article. The importance of the study lies in its
rich theoretically derived description and elaboration
of both the hypothesized (potential) ATG profiles and
the operationally defined relational markers of the
potential profiles. The empirical work has been in
determining whether the set of relational markers
could be discerned in the context of individuals’ expe-
rience of their relationship with God. The study pre-
sents narrative evidence that attests to the fact that the
individuals in the study’s sample experienced aspects
of their relationship in ways that are theoretically con-
sist with present understanding of the construct
‘attachment to God’ (framed within a three category
model of attachment). Sampling from across a range
of relationship experiences identified ‘in vivo’ evi-
dence that satisfied the operational definitions of the
relational markers. Analysis also revealed that the rela-
tional markers were present to different degrees in the
participants’ narratives, with some markers present
across many interviews (e.g. models of self and other)
while other markers were present to a very limited
extent (e.g., secure base themes). Having found evi-
dence of explicit ATG profile markers within the nar-
ratives in this sample, the foundation is laid to move
to the study of implicit markers and strategies to
assign an ATG profile to an individual narrative.
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