
eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk

Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York

Deposited via The University of Sheffield.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/232027/

Version: Published Version

Article:

Byerly, T.R. (2023) Agnostics who accept God’s supposed love experience greater well-
being. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 26 (1). pp. 62-75. ISSN: 1367-4676 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187

Reuse 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
(CC BY-NC-ND) licence. This licence only allows you to download this work and share it with others as long 
as you credit the authors, but you can’t change the article in any way or use it commercially. More 
information and the full terms of the licence here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/232027/
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


Mental Health, Religion & Culture

ISSN: 1367-4676 (Print) 1469-9737 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/cmhr20

Agnostics who accept God’s supposed love
experience greater well-being

T. Ryan Byerly

To cite this article: T. Ryan Byerly (2023) Agnostics who accept God’s supposed love
experience greater well-being, Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 26:1, 62-75, DOI:
10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 28 May 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1612

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cmhr20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/cmhr20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cmhr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cmhr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187&domain=pdf&date_stamp=28%20May%202023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187&domain=pdf&date_stamp=28%20May%202023
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13674676.2023.2183187?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cmhr20


Agnostics who accept God’s supposed love experience
greater well-being

T. Ryan Byerly

Department of Philosophy, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT

Contemporary philosophers have routinely claimed that agnostics,
who lack belief that God exists, can nonetheless adopt alternative
attitudes toward a supposed God that act as substitutes for
belief, and may thereby reap benefits associated with theistic
belief. This study tested this hypothesis empirically in an online
sample of self-identified agnostics (N = 360). Previous findings that
anxious attachment to God is negatively related to agnostics’ well-
being while secure attachment to God is positively related to
agnostics’ well-being were confirmed and extended. Anxious
attachment to God predicted unique variance in life satisfaction,
depression, and self-esteem in hierarchical regressions, while
difference-in-means tests indicated that securely attached agnostics
fared better than their insecurely attached counterparts for these
variables. Two novel and more direct measures of agnostics’
acceptance or resistance of God’s supposed love also demonstrated
significant associations with agnostics’ gratitude, life satisfaction,
and self-esteem, even after controlling for God attachment.
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A large body of research links religious participation with well-being (Koenig et al., 2012).

For instance, daily experiences of religion are positively related to happiness (Ellison &

Fan, 2008), attending church is related to subjective well-being (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010),

and practising prayer is related to feeling more grateful (Lambert et al., 2009). Yet,

some researchers have challenged the existence of a linear relationship between religious

participation and well-being, instead arguing that the available data supports a curvilinear

relationship when atheists and agnostics are considered more carefully (e.g., Galen &

Kloet, 2011; Uzarevic & Coleman, 2021). According to these authors, both confident

theists and confident atheists tend to experience greater well-being, while agnostics,

who lack both confident belief that God exists and confident belief that God does not

exist, suffer a well-being disadvantage.

If agnostics are at risk of a well-being disadvantage, this raises the question of

whether and how this risk may be mitigated. One surprising hypothesis comes from con-

temporary research in philosophy of religion. Several philosophers of religion have
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argued that while agnostics are standardly understood to lack both belief that God

exists and belief that God does not exist (Draper, 2022), they can nonetheless adopt

alternative positive cognitive attitudes toward a supposed God that can act as substi-

tutes for belief (Alston, 1996; Howard-Snyder, 2013; Jackson, 2022; McKaughan, 2016;

Schellenberg, 2009). Although agnostics do not believe God exists or loves them, they

might nonetheless assume that God exists and loves them, or sincerely act as if God

exists and loves them, or belieflessly accept God’s existence and love for them, or main-

tain faith that God exists and loves them. But are these complex attitudes toward God at

home only in a philosophical thought experiment, or are there actually real-world indi-

viduals who fit this profile? And, if there are such individuals, can it be demonstrated

empirically that their belief-substituting attitudes toward God also serve to mitigate

the well-being risks associated with their agnosticism? This article is concerned with

these questions. Setting aside the question of whether there in fact is a God (and this

is why the language of “supposed God” is sometimes used throughout), the paper con-

siders the potential significance of agnostics’ belief-substituting attitudes about God for

these individuals’ well-being.

Previous psychological research does identify some measures of religiosity that may

not necessarily require belief that God exists but that may be significant for agnostics’

well-being. Even if an agnostic is not presently having any experiences of a supposed

God, for instance, they may have had experiences with a supposed God in the past –

whether positive or negative. Researchers have found that past negative experiences

with God are predictive of present non-belief in God (Exline et al., 2015), and that reli-

gious/spiritual struggles are related to lower well-being for those who do not believe

in God as well as those who do (Sedlar et al., 2018).

Likewise, even if agnostics do not believe God exists, they may vary in the way they

imagine God (Bradley et al., 2015; Exline et al., 2015) – as being more loving or more vin-

dictive, for example. Researchers have found that positive images of God are related to

greater happiness and life satisfaction (Steenwyk et al., 2010), while negative images of

God are related to depressive symptoms (Braam et al., 2008). While most research on

God image has focused on participants who believe that God exists, some research

with non-religious participants has found that their image of God is related to problems

in their relationships as well (Kosarkova et al., 2020).

Perhaps more directly relevant for the research questions of this article is previous

research on attachment to God (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992). Attachment to God con-

cerns participants’ patterns of relationship toward a supposed God. In particular,

researchers have tended to focus on three main attachment orientations: avoidant

attachment, which involves resisting dependence upon God and intimacy with God;

anxious attachment, which involves worry and concern about the status of one’s

relationship with God and jealousy regarding others’ relationships with God; and

secure attachment, which involves confidence in God’s support when needed together

with an ability to engage one’s environment autonomously given this confidence. While

research on God attachment has focused nearly exclusively on theistic participants, a

few studies with non-theistic participants have produced significant results, which

suggest especially that agnostics’ anxious attachment to God is negatively related to

their well-being. For example, Strenger et al. (2016) found that anxious God attachment

was related to eating disorder symptoms for non-believing as well as believing
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participants. Byerly (2022) found that anxious God attachment was significant for agnos-

tics’ depression, while difference-in-means tests revealed secure God attachment to be

significant or to trend toward significance for agnostics’ self-esteem and depression in a

small sample (N = 120).

While this research suggests that agnostics may be capable of variation in their

attachment toward a supposed God and this may be significant for their well-being,

it is not clear that existing measures of God attachment capture very well the orientation

of someone who positively accepts a supposed God’s love for them in the way envi-

sioned by philosophers of religion. Two measures of God attachment are most fre-

quently used. The 30-item, more emotionally-oriented measure created by Beck and

MacDonald (2004) has only two items that mention God’s love (“Sometimes I feel that

God loves others more than me” and “I crave reassurance from God that God loves

me”). Both of these assess participants’ lack of acceptance of God’s love due to

anxious attachment, rather than their positive acceptance of God’s love. The nne-

item, more cognitively-oriented measure created by Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002)

does not mention God’s love explicitly at all. Thus, it might be questioned whether a

more direct and overt measure of participants’ beliefless acceptance of God’s love,

guided by the conceptualisation provided by philosophers of religion, would provide

a better tool for assessing whether agnostics’ acceptance of God’s love via means

other than belief is significant for their well-being.

The present research

The objective of this research was to probe in more detail whether agnostics’ accep-

tance or resistance of a supposed God’s love is related to their well-being. As potential

measures of agnostics’ acceptance of God’s love, the researcher employed the two most

commonly used measures of God attachment, as well as two newly developed and more

direct measures of acceptance or resistance of God’s love guided by philosophical the-

orising. Outcome measures included several indicators of healthy and unhealthy psycho-

logical functioning thought to relate to religiosity – gratitude, satisfaction with life, self-

esteem, and depression. Relationships between agnostics’ acceptance or rejection of

God’s love, on the one hand, and these indicators of well-being, on the other, were

investigated through the use of bivariate correlations, difference-in-means tests, and

hierarchical regressions used to control for other variables including demographics,

Big Five personality traits, past experiences with God, and God image. Following the pre-

dictions of contemporary philosophers of religion, it was hypothesised that acceptance

or resistance of God’s love on the part of agnostics would be predictive of well-being

indicators. More specifically and in line with previous research, it was hypothesised

that agnostics’ anxious attachment to God would relate negatively to agnostics’ well-

being, both via bivariate correlations and in hierarchical regressions; and that securely

attached agnostics would emerge as experiencing greater well-being than anxiously

or avoidantly attached agnostics as demonstrated through difference-in-means tests.

The theoretical hypothesis that acceptance or resistance of God’s love may predict

even further variance in agnostics’ well-being beyond agnostics’ God attachment was

also investigated. The study was ethically approved in accordance with the review pol-

icies of the University of Sheffield.
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Method

Participants

Three hundred sixty participants completed an online survey in June 2022, after giving

informed consent. Participants were recruited using Qualtrics’ panelist service and

received Qualtrics’ standard rate as payment. A minimum completion time of six

minutes, one-half of the soft-launch median completion time, was used to ensure that

participants were responding thoughtfully. All participants were US residents. The

sample contained 260 (73%) participants who identified as female and 98 who identified

as male. Two hundred ninety-five participants identified as White, 18 as Black or African

American, and fewer than 10 for any other racial or ethnic category. All participants

were 18 or older, with 14% between 18 and 25, 18% between 26 and 35, 17% between

36 and 45, 18% between 46 and 55, 16% between 56 and 65, and 17% older than 65.

All participants responded to the question “Which of the following best characterises

your views about God?” with the answer “Agnostic: I neither believe God does exist

nor believe God doesn’t exist” rather than “Theist: I believe God exists” or “Atheist: I

believe God does not exist”. The supplementary data file contains responses from 315 par-

ticipants who consented to their data being shared beyond the research team.

Materials

Participants completed several previously developed measures along with two newly

developed measures and some individual questions. While participants were allowed

to skip any question, this very rarely occurred. The previously developed measures

included Beck and MacDonald’s (2004) 28-item measure of anxious (α = .92) and avoidant

(α = .83) God attachment and Rowatt and Kirkpatrick’s (2002) nine-item measure of

anxious (α = .79) and avoidant (α = .83) God attachment, described in the introduction.

Participants were instructed to rate their agreement or disagreement with statements

about their experiences with God or how God seems to them, respectively. They also com-

pleted a Rasch-derived 10-item short form of the Centre for Epidemiological Studies-

Depression Scale (Cole et al., 2004; α = .9), the 10-item Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale

(Rosenberg, 1965; α = .92), and the five-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (Deiner et al.,

1985; α = .85). Participants completed the Values-in-Action Scale (Peterson & Seligman,

2004) for the virtue of gratitude (α = .84). They completed a 10-item measure of Big

Five personality traits for agreeableness, extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism,

and openness (Rammstedt & John, 2007). And participants completed the God-10

(Exline et al., 2015) – a measure of how they imagine God as being, whether kind (α = .96),

cruel (α = .93), or distant (α = .92).

Participants’ past experiences with God were assessed using variations of the question

“Looking back over your life, how often have you… ?” with the ellipsis filled in by “had

positive feelings toward God”, “felt angry at God”, “believed that God was angry at

you”, and “had doubts about God’s existence” (Exline et al., 2015). Participants answered

separate questions asking how important religion and spirituality are for them. They were

asked to assess to what extent their evidence supports God’s existence or non-existence

using a sliding bar with 50 representing their evidence offering exactly as much support

for God’s existence as for God’s non-existence, 100 representing their evidence
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conclusively supporting God’s existence, and 0 representing their evidence conclusively

supporting God’s non-existence.

One newly developed measure aimed to assess to what extent participants accept

God’s supposed love in a way that does not require them to believe that God exists

and loves them. To create this measure, the researcher used the most commonly

employed phrases in the contemporary philosophy of religion literature to express this

attitude toward God’s love. Thus, participants rated their agreement with the items “I

hope that God really loves me”, “I accept that God really loves me”, “I have faith that

God really loves me”, “I assume that God really loves me”, and “I act as if God really

loves me” (α = .92). A second newly developed measure used a similar procedure to

capture an opposed, more doubtful and resistant orientation toward God’s love. Partici-

pants rated their agreement with the items “I doubt that God really loves me”, “I question

whether God really loves me”, “I dispute whether God really loves me”, “I challenge

whether God really loves me”, and “I dismiss whether God really loves me” (α = .89).

The supplementary data file contains the responses from 315 participants who agreed

for their data to be shared beyond the immediate research team.

Procedures

Bivariate correlations were calculated for the variables measured, focusing on the relation-

ships that God attachment and acceptance and resistance of God’s love had to other

variables.

A new categorial variable was created to compare participants’ attachment orien-

tations toward God for purposes of conducting difference-in-means tests. Secure attach-

ment to God was operationalised as scoring below the 40th percentile for both anxious

and avoidant God attachment, while avoidant and anxious God attachment were opera-

tionalised as scoring above the 60th percentile in each of these, following the procedure

employed by (Njus & Sharmer, 2020). A series of one-way ANOVAs was performed using

attachment security as independent variable and satisfaction with life, depression, and

self-esteem as dependent variables. In cases where the ANOVA revealed significant

between-group differences, a Tukey HSD test was undertaken to compare each group

with the others in order to determine which comparisons were significant. Group

means for the dependent variables are reported.

A series of three-step hierarchical regression procedures was then used to determine

the potential unique contribution to well-being indicators made by God attachment and

acceptance and resistance of God’s love. At step one, age and sex, importance of religion

and spirituality, God image, evidence for God, and past experiences with God were

entered as predictors. At step two, God attachment was added as a predictor. And, at

step three, accepting and resisting God’s love were added as predictors. This procedure

was repeated with gratitude, satisfaction with life, depression, and self-esteem as depen-

dent variables.

Results

Table 1 provides key bivariate correlations. God anxiety and God avoidance were nega-

tively related both within and across the two scales used for God attachment. God
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anxiety was positively related to both accepting and resisting God’s love, while God

avoidance related negatively to accepting and positively to resisting God’s love. Accept-

ing and resisting God’s love are negatively related to each other, though the relationship

is small.

In terms of their relationships to other variables, God anxiety and God avoidance

tended to exhibit opposing or at least divergent relationships, especially where one

had at least a moderate relationship with the variable in question. This included their

relationships to importance of religion and spirituality, God image, evidence for God,

past positive experiences with God and doubts about God, and the well-being indicators

of satisfaction with life, depression, and self-esteem. Generally, the Beck and MacDonald

(2004) measure of anxious God attachment had larger relationships to other variables

than did the Rowatt and Kirkpatrick measure of anxious attachment, including its relation-

ship to focal well-being indicators. Differences between the Beck and MacDonald (2004)

measure of avoidant God attachment and the Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002) measure of

the same were less pronounced.

Table 1. Key Bivariate Correlations.

God
Anxiety BM

God
Avoidance BM

God
Anxiety RK

God
Avoidance RK

Accepting
God’s love

Resisting
God’s love

God Attachment
Avoidance BM −.44***
Anxiety RK .52*** −.13*
Avoidance RK −.31*** .63*** −.23***

New Measures
Accepting God’s
love

.15** −.42*** .25*** −.44***

Resisting God’s
love

.25*** .18*** .23*** .33*** −.16**

Importance of R/S
Religion .37*** −.49*** .20*** −.36*** .37*** .02
Spirituality .29*** −.29*** .19*** −.20*** .23*** .03

God Image
Cruel .11 .28*** .05 .29*** −.40*** .27***
Kind .14* −.34*** .18** −.41*** .50*** −.18**
Distant −.07 .37*** −.10 .49*** −.48*** .27***

Evidence for God
Evidence .25*** −.46*** .18*** −.38*** .33*** −.06

Past Experience with
God
Positive emotions .35*** −.39*** .29*** −.40*** .52*** −.01
Anger at God .37*** .04 .22*** .16** −.13* .31***
God angry at you .47*** .17** .32*** −.02 .01 .40***
Doubts about God −.07 .35*** .06 .39*** −.20*** .31***

Big Five
Agreeableness −.13* −.06 .04 −.14* .21*** −.25***
Conscientiousness −.35*** .07 −.12* .08 .19*** −.16**
Extroversion .06 −.11* .05 −.16** .13* −.08
Openness −.10 −.07 .02 .03 −.01 −.07
Neuroticism .22*** .09 .10 .15** −.24*** .24***

Well-being Indicators
Gratitude −.15** −.05 .01 −.12* .31*** −.14**
Satisfaction with
life

−.48*** .14** −.19*** .05 .20*** −.27***

Depression .43*** −.11* .20*** .03 −.14** .32***
Self-esteem −.46*** .10 −.20*** −.01 .23*** −.32***

Note 1: BM = Beck and MacDonald (2004); RK = Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002).
Note 2: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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Like anxious and avoidant attachment, accepting and resisting God’s love tended to

relate to other variables in opposed or divergent ways, with acceptance of God’s love

relating to positive well-being indicators (or relating negatively to negative well-being

indicators) and resistance of God’s love relating to negative well-being indicators (or relat-

ing negatively to positive well-being indicators). Accepting and resisting God’s love also

related differently and in accordance with theoretical expectations to variables such as

importance of religion and spirituality, God image, evidence for God, and past experi-

ences with God, providing some support for the validity of these new scales. For instance,

accepting God’s love was significantly related to importance of religion and spirituality

and evidence for God, while resisting God’s love was not; and accepting and resisting

God’s love exhibited significant and opposed relationships to cruel, kind, and distant

God image. Accepting and resisting God’s love showed somewhat stronger relationships

to the generally positive (e.g., agreeableness and conscientiousness) and negative (i.e.,

neuroticism) Big Five personality attributes than did God anxiety and God avoidance.

Operationalising avoiant, anxious, and secure attachment led to the formation of

groups with 138, 138, and 118 members respectively, with some participants not being

included in one of these groups. One-way ANOVA tests revealed significant results for

the relationship between attachment security and self-esteem, life satisfaction, and

depression, all at the p < .001 level. Tukey HSD tests revealed that the difference in

means for self-esteem were significant between all three pairs of groups, while the differ-

ence in means for life satisfaction and depression were significant between secure and

avoidant and secure and anxious groups but not between avoidant and anxious

groups. The pattern of results, graphically represented in Figures 1–3, suggests that

agnostics with secure God attachment are significantly better off with respect to these

well-being indicators than their comparison groups.

The hierarchical regressions yielded significant results as well, particularly for anxious

God attachment as measured by the Beck and MacDonald (2004) instrument and for

accepting God’s love (Tables 2–5). Anxious God attachment predicted additional variance

beyond the variables included in Step 1 for life satisfaction, self-esteem, and depression.

Accepting God’s love predicted additional variance at Step 3 for gratitude, life satisfaction,

and self-esteem, but not depression. Avoidant God attachment predicted additional var-

iance at Step 2 for depression and was near-significant at Step 3 for self-esteem, being

negatively related the former and positively related to the latter. This raises an interpretive

Figure 1. God attachment and self-esteem.
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question, discussed below, about why accepting God’s love might be generally positive

for well-being while avoiding God might also be positive to some extent. Resisting

God’s love did not predict additional variance in any dependent variable at Step 3,

though it was near-significant for self-esteem.

Figure 2. God attachment and life satisfaction.

Figure 3. God attachment and depression.

Table 2. Accepting God’s love predicting additional variance in gratitude.

Gratitude

β (SE) B ΔR
2

Step 1 .297***
Step 2 .008
God Anxiety BM −.04 (.07) −.04
God Avoidance BM .08 (.09) .06
God Anxiety RK .01 (.05) −.01
God Avoidance RK −.11 (.07) −.10

Step 3 .018*
God Anxiety BM −.07 (.07) −.05
God Avoidance BM .09 (.09) .07
God Anxiety RK −.03 (.05) −.02
God Avoidance RK −.13 (.08) −.11
Accepting God’s love .24 (.06) .17**
Resisting God’s love .11 (.06) .08

Total R2 .323

Note. Step 1: F(18, 246) = 5.78; Step 2: F(4, 219) = 4.36; Step 3: F(2, 213) = 4.23.
* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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It is important when considering these results to keep in mind that seventeen predictor

variables are included at Step 1. Generally speaking, for any dependent variable, between

five to ten of the total predictor variables was significant, with the beta coefficients for

anxious God attachment and acceptance of God’s love being at or above the mean in

size among these. As a point of comparison, the unique contribution of anxious God

attachment or acceptance of God’s love was often comparable to the unique contribution

of variables such as age, neuroticism, or conscientiousness.

General discussion

Philosophical research has suggested that agnostics, who lack belief that God exists, may

nonetheless adopt alternative cognitive attitudes toward a supposed God, such as

Table 3. Anxious God attachment and Accepting God’s love predicting additional variance in life
satisfaction.

Life Satisfaction

β (SE) B ΔR2

Step 1 .497***
Step 2 .075***
God Anxiety BM −.25 (.08) −.28***
God Avoidance BM .05 (.10) .08
God Anxiety RK −.05 (.06) −.06
God Avoidance RK −.01 (.08) −.08

Step 3
God Anxiety BM −.24 (.08) −.27*** .018**
God Avoidance BM .07 (.10) .11
God Anxiety RK −.06 (.06) −.06
God Avoidance RK .07 (.08) .08
Accepting God’s love .20 (.07) .20**
Resisting God’s love −.09 (.06) −.11

Total R2 .590

Note. Step 1: F(18, 249) = 13.67; Step 2: F(4, 223) = 13.57; Step 3: F(2, 217) = 13.02.
* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.

Table 4. Anxious God attachment and Accepting God’s love predicting additional variance in self-
esteem.

Self-esteem

β (SE) B ΔR
2

Step 1 .564***
Step 2 .059**
God Anxiety BM −.17 (.07) −.20**
God Avoidance BM .10 (.10) .15
God Anxiety RK −.07 (.06) −.08
God Avoidance RK −.01 (.08) −.02

Step 3 .026**
God Anxiety BM −.17 (.07) −.20**
God Avoidance BM .13 (.10) .19
God Anxiety RK −.07 (.06) −.08
God Avoidance RK .05 (.08) .04
Accepting God’s love .20 (.06) .21**
Resisting God’s love −.10 (.06) −.11

Total R2 .649

Note. Step 1: F(18, 246) = 17.66; Step 2: F(4, 220) = 16.55; Step 3: F(2, 214) = 16.5.
* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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assuming that God exists and loves them, which may be significant for agnostics’ well-

being (Alston, 1996; Howard-Snyder, 2013; Jackson, 2022; McKaughan, 2016; Schellen-

berg, 2009). The present research is the most thorough empirical test of this proposal

to date. Existing measures of attachment to God as well as novel measures of accepting

and resisting God’s love were investigated to consider their potential significance for

agnostics’ well-being, using bivariate correlations, difference-in-means tests, and hier-

archical regressions.

Results generally confirmed that accepting God’s supposed love is positively related to

indicators of agnostics’ well-being. Acceptance of God’s love was positively correlated

with indicators of well-being and negatively correlated with indicators of ill-being,

while resisting God’s love and anxious God attachment were negatively correlated with

indicators of well-being and positively correlated with indicators of ill-being. Differ-

ence-in-means tests revealed that agnostics with secure attachment to God had signifi-

cantly higher self-esteem and life satisfaction and significantly lower depression than

their counterparts with avoidant or anxious God attachment. Hierarchical regressions

demonstrated that anxious God attachment predicts additional variance in life satisfac-

tion, self-esteem, and depression when controlling for several other variables, while

accepting God’s love predicts additional variance in gratitude, life satisfaction, and self-

esteem when controlling for these same variables along with God attachment.

These results are consistent with previous findings that God attachment – particularly

anxious God attachment – is significant for non-theists’ well-being, being related to lower

well-being in much the way that it is for theists (Byerly, 2022; Strenger et al., 2016). They

extend these findings by providing more compelling evidence for the significance of

secure God attachment for agnostics’ well-being, and also by showing that accepting

God’s love can be measured independently of existing measures of God attachment

and is predictive of additional variance in agnostics’ well-being beyond these measures

of God attachment. Individuals who neither believe that God exists nor believe that

God does not exist but who are also more secure in their attachment relationship

toward a supposed God and more accepting of this God’s love for them may experience

greater well-being than their counterparts.

Table 5. God attachment predicting additional variance in depression.

Depression

β (SE) B ΔR2

Step 1 .498***
Step 2 .064**
God Anxiety BM .17 (.10) .26*
God Avoidance BM −.14 (.13) −.24*
God Anxiety RK .08 (.08) .11
God Avoidance RK .01 (.10) .01

Step 3 .001
God Anxiety BM .16 (.10) .22*
God Avoidance BM −.15 (.13) −.28*
God Anxiety RK .08 (.08) .11
God Avoidance RK −.03 (.11) −.04
Accepting God’s love −.06 (.09) −.08
Resisting God’s love .08 (.08) .10

Total R2 .563

Note. Step 1: F(18, 247) = 13.63; Step 2: F(4, 220) = 12.83; Step 3: F(2, 214) = 11.5.
* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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The study’s findings pertaining to avoidant God attachment are more difficult to inter-

pret. On the one hand, the Beck and MacDonald (2004) instrument for measuring avoi-

dant God attachment was positively correlated with life satisfaction and negatively

correlated with depression, and it also predicted additional variance in depression and

was near-significant for self-esteem when controlling for other variables in multiple

regressions. One might speculate that these results could be due to a positive relationship

between avoidant God attachment and independence, autonomy, or self-reliance among

agnostics. On the other hand, the difference-in-means tests revealed that individuals who

scored above the 60th percentile in avoidant God attachment were significantly worse off

than their securely attached counterparts who scored below the 40th percentile in both

avoidant and anxious God attachment. The former findings may seem not to fit well with

the evidence of the study that accepting God’s love is positively related to agnostics’well-

being, since it would seem that accepting God’s love would involve not avoiding God. The

latter findings would seem to fit better with the findings of this study regarding accepting

God’s love, since acceptance of God’s love would seem to cohere well with having a

secure attachment with God. Indeed, it seems an open question whether the newly

created measure of acceptance of God’s love provides a different way of measuring

secure God attachment or some facet of it, rather than measuring a distinct phenomenon.

These findings may make more sense when the items used to measure avoidant God

attachment are considered more carefully. When these items are considered, it seems that

what they capture most clearly is avoiding an emotionally intense relationship with God.

Items such as “My experiences with God are very intimate and emotional” or “It is uncom-

mon for me to cry when sharing with God” (both reverse scored) indicate an emotionally

intense relationship with God. Yet, emotionally intense relationships do not equate to

securely attached relationships, or healthy relationships more generally. It may be that

some agnostics who do not avoid God do so only by having an emotionally intense

relationship with God that is not healthy. In this way, avoiding God may be better than

not avoiding God for some. But, better than either of these options may be having a

secure attachment to God and accepting God’s love.

If forming a secure attachment with a supposed God and accepting this God’s love for

oneself is related to better well-being for agnostics, this finding may be particularly impor-

tant given research which suggests that agnostics may suffer a well-being deficit in com-

parison to both theists and atheists (Galen & Kloet, 2011; Uzarevic & Coleman, 2021). One

possibility for the agnostic which may mitigate potential dangers to their well-being

related to agnosticism is to engage in a positive relationship with a supposed God that

does not require belief.

Limitations

This study is limited in several ways. It relies exclusively on self-reports as indicators of

agnostics’ attachment to God, acceptance of God’s love, and well-being. Future studies

could employ alternative methods for measuring these variables, such as an attachment

to God interview (Proctor et al., 2009). This study is also cross-sectional and so does not

indicate a causal relationship between the variables. Previous research does suggest that

secure attachment to God may be causally related to improved well-being, at least for

theists (Ellison et al, 2012). Future research with agnostics using longitudinal designs
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could help to confirm whether this is true in their case as well. The fact that the newly

developed measures for accepting and resisting God’s love related as theoretically

expected to various other variables provides some informal validation for these scales;

however, it is a limitation of the study that the newly developed measures for accepting

and resisting God’s love had not received previous, independent validation. While the

study controlled for several variables, it did not examine whether God attachment or

accepting God’s love predicts additional variance in agnostics’ well-being beyond what

is predicted by their attachment relationships to other attachment figures, such as

parents or romantic partners. Previous studies have found that for theists God attachment

is uniquely significant beyond parental and romantic attachment (e.g, Keefer & Brown,

2018; Njus & Sharmer, 2020); it would be desirable to test this hypothesis with agnostics

as well. The sample used in this study is also limited, being restricted to participants from

the United States and primarily to participants who identify as White. Future research

should examine whether the findings reported here hold for other populations.
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