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Abstract
Background: Children are first educated in their families. Parents by adapting different parenting styles consciously and in most cases 
unconsciously teach their children important educational doctrines.
Objectives: This study aimed to determine the impacts of parenting style and perceived childhood attachment on children’s concept 
of God. In this descriptive correlational study, 375 students of Islamic Azad university of Birjand were selected via multi-stage sampling.
Materials and Methods: The subjects completed the questionnaires related to parenting style, perceived parental attachment, and 
concept of God. The obtained model was a good fit for the data, and the psychological pattern revealed that controlling parenting style 
(insecure mother-child attachment) promotes dependence on God and encourages the perception of God as a controller. Also, supportive 
parenting via forming parent-child attachments (insecure father-child attachment) could predict the child’s view of God as a controller.
Results: Good parenting style was not directly correlated with the perception of God; however, it could improve one’s positive perception 
of God through increasing or decreasing attachment to parents. In addition, poor and rejecting parenting style both directly and indirectly 
affects the concept of God by increasing children’s mistrust toward parents and decreasing dependence on God.
Conclusions: Uncaring, rejecting parenting style is more remarkable in decreasing positive attitudes toward God, compared to 
authoritative parenting style.
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1. Background
Children are first educated in their families. Parents 

by adapting different parenting styles consciously and 
in most cases unconsciously teach their children im-
portant educational doctrines. Children’s religiosity is 
rooted in their interactions with the parents. Further-
more, children’s mental perception of themselves and 
others impacts their perceptions and behaviors in new 
interactions and circumstances (including religious 
education and forming a notion of God (1).

Attachment theory deals with the study of the evolu-
tionary basis of child-caregiver relationship and sug-
gests that the attachment system is active from cradle 
to death. Thus, as children feel secure with the mother’s 
presence, they confidently explore the environment (2). 
One who believes in God, as the bringer of safety and 
peace, feels strong and confident in moments of fear 
and anxiety.

One’s concept of God forms one’s world view and has 
a direct impact on one’s choices and orientation. There-
fore, the nature of children’s relationship with parents, 

including attachment and parenting styles is consid-
ered a key factor for the formation of their religious 
behaviors.

De Roos (3) considers God as a figure to whom we are 
absolutely attached, in desperate time; one who can en-
sure a sense of safety in individuals. Perhaps, this is the 
reason why people in critical and stressful situations 
resort to religion and God. Therefore, experiencing 
God’s affection is quite similar to child-parent attach-
ment. Moreover, the emotional bond and excitement 
one feels with another is also seen in one’s relationship 
with God.

Parent-child bonding and concept of God might be 
correlated in two ways. One hypothesis suggests that in-
dividuals deprived of secure parent-child relationship 
might compensate this shortage by conceiving God as 
an attainable and merciful presence. This hypothesis is 
against the assumption of adaptive pattern, which sug-
gests that one’s religiosity and concept of God can part-
ly be determined by one’s early childhood attachment; 
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this early attachment can affect one’s religious beliefs 
in later stages of life (4). In the present model, these 2 
hypotheses were reviewed regarding the formation of 
the concept of God.

Sadeghi (5) also reported that the concept of God 
among young people was associated with parenting 
styles. For example, in authoritative parenting style, 
God is accessible and acts as the protector, while in ne-
glecting parenting style, God is regarded as distant and 
unreachable by children. In other words, in an authori-
tative parenting style, God appears very strict, rigid, 
and non-negligible. On the other hand, in the support-
ive parenting style, God is regarded as a divine force. 
However, those raised by this parenting style feel that 
God is often unresponsive to their demands; this point 
supports the adaptive hypothesis (5).

Likewise, Rizzuto (6) stated that people’s concept of 
God might depend on their interactions with parents. 
Accordingly, the question arises as to what factors play 
substantial roles in shaping one’s perception of God. 
Concept of God is one of the most fundamental com-
ponents of human beliefs, which affect an individual’s 
life.

Several studies have indicated the relationship be-
tween attachment and parenting styles (1, 7) as well as 
the association between parenting styles and the no-
tion of God (4, 5, 7). In this study, we aimed to determine 
how parenting practices, which are associated with a 
variety of attachment styles between parents and child, 
are involved in shaping one’s perception of God.

Several studies have evaluated the concept of God in 
different cultures. However, lack of such studies in Ira-
nian samples and Islamic communities is strongly felt.  
And apparently, no similar empirical research has eval-
uated the relationship between attachment styles and 
concept of God in Islamic communities.

2. Objectives
In this correlational study, we aimed to determine the 

relationship between perceived parent-child attach-
ment, child’s concept of God, and parenting styles.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants
The study population consisted of undergraduate 

students of Islamic Azad University of Birjand. The sub-
jects were selected via multi-stage sampling during the 
second educational semester of 2010. The participants 
completed the questionnaires, and the results were 
evaluated by path analysis.

3.2. Data Collection Tools
Parenting style scale (Schaffer 1970, quoted by Meh-

rafrooz, 1999 consists of 77 sentences, which evaluate 
two major dimensions of education, namely “control-

freedom” and “love-rejection.” The sentences were 
graded as follows: always, 1; very often, 2; sometimes, 3; 
almost never, 4; and never, 5. In this study, factor analy-
sis was performed to determine the validity of the scale. 
Considering the sampling adequacy (0.96) and the sig-
nificance level of Bartlett’s test (P = 0.001), factor analy-
sis could be trusted. Principal component analysis and 
oblimin rotation method showed a 4-factor configura-
tion (controlling, non-controlling, affectionate, and re-
jecting styles).

Another tool used in this study was parent-child at-
tachment scale which includes 6 sections (3 sections 
for each parent), describing parent-child relationship 
(8). Respondents were asked to grade their childhood 
experiences with each parent on a scale (from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree). In order to overcome the 
limitations of psychometric analysis, paragraphs relat-
ed to each parenting style were changed into individual 
materials (8). In this study, the factor analysis of each 
attachment style showed a 2-factor configuration.

Finally, God image scale was applied to evaluate chil-
dren’s perception of God. This scale is a reconstruction 
of Lawrence’s 72-point scale that has been revised by lin-
guists. Mazaheri and colleagues (2005) reconstructed it 
according to the Islamic culture into a 33-point scale in 
6 subscales. After reading each sentence, subjects evalu-
ated their different moods and experiences in relation 
to God image by a 5-point scale (ranging from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree).

 Factor analysis was performed to determine the va-
lidity of the scale. An adequate sampling index was 
achieved (0.94), and Bartlett’s test results were signifi-
cant (P = 0.001). Principal component analysis using 
oblimin rotation method also confirmed the 3-compo-
nent structure (dependence on God, controlling God, 
and merciful God).

4. Results
Out of 375 participants, 175 were female and 200 were 

male. As demonstrated in Table 1, in terms of the mean 
and standard deviation of predictor variables (parent-
ing and attachment styles) and perception of God, 
authoritative and supportive parenting style had the 
highest mean; also, among attachment styles, safe par-
ent-child attachment showed the lowest mean.

Dependence on God showed the highest mean and 
child’s perception of God as controlling revealed the 
lowest mean. The results also indicated that the rela-
tionship between attachment styles and parenting 
styles (except authoritative parenting) was significant. 
The correlations between secure and insecure parental 
attachment and perception of God were found to be sig-
nificantly positive and negative, respectively. Also, the 
correlation between authoritative and supportive par-
enting style and perception of God was positive. How-
ever, the association between neglecting and rejecting 
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parenting style and perception of God was found to be 
negative.

Path analysis was used to explore the simultaneous 
role of predicting variables in the perception of God. 
For the accurate evaluation of parameters and LISREL 
fitness indicators, insignificant paths were omitted 
from the model and the parameters were reestimated. 
The proposed model showed a good fit for the data. 
Chi-square index was estimated at 46.7, and considered 
statistically insignificant at 0.01. Therefore, the model 
could provide an acceptable approximation with the 
society, and therefore completely fit the data.

 On the other hand, this model explained 36% of vari-
ance in the dependence on God, 51% of variance in the 
child’s notion of God as controlling, and 21% of variance 
in the concept of God as a merciful being. However, RM-
SEA index, used to measure the mean of residuals, was 
estimated at 0.04. The values of other fitting indicators, 
including goodness-of-fit index (GFI), adjusted good-

ness of fit index (AGFI), incremental fit index (IFI), com-
parative fit index (CFI), Non-normed fit index (NNFI), 
and normed fit index (NFI) were 0.98, 0.97, 0.99, 0.99, 
0.94, and 0.98, respectively, which were higher than 
9.0, representing the fitness of pattern to the data.

As Figure 1 indicates, controlling parenting style leads 
to dependence on God due to insecure mother-child at-
tachment. Also, supportive parenting style predicts the 
child’s perception of God as a controlling and merciful 
presence via positive parent-child attachment and inse-
cure father-child bonding.

The results also indicated that supportive parents 
have the most indirect effect on predicting the child’s 
notion of God; on the other hand, rejecting parenting 
style had the most indirect effect on discouraging de-
pendence on God. In addition, the results indicated 
that mother-child attachment plays a more significant 
role in predicting the child’s concept of God, compared 
to father-child attachment.

Table 1. The Correlation Matrix of Parenting Styles, Attachment Styles, and Concept of God

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Attachmenta NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

Safe mother-child attachment 1 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

Unsafe mother-child attachment -0.35b 1 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

Safe father-child attachment 0.49 b -0.2b 1 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

Unsafe father-child attachment -0.37b 0.7b -0.4b 1 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

Parentinga

Controlling 0.08 -0.07 0.12c -0.06 1 NA NA NA NA NA NA

Non-controlling -0.1 0.3b -0.1 0.36b 0.2 1 NA NA NA NA NA

Rejecting -0.3b 0.7b -0.25b 0.68b 0.06 0.35b 1 NA NA NA NA

Affectionate 0.35b -0.4b 0.38b -0.46b 0.4b -0.05 -0.48b 1 NA NA NA

Notion of Goda

Dependence on God 0.28b -0.51b 0.28b -0.51b 0.14b -0.33b -0.55b 0.45b 1 NA NA

Controlling God 0.17b -0.67b 0.12c -0.62b 0.1 -0.38b -0.6b 0.31b 0.65b 1 NA

Merciful God 0.21b -0.4b 0.26b -0.4b -0.14c -0.21b -0.44b 380b 0.68b 0.42b 1

Mean (SD) 4.81 
(0.96)

2.96 
(1.26)

4.61 
(1.07)

2.96 
(1.18)

3.68 
(1.18)

2.84 
(0.52)

2.48 
(0.89)

3.66 
(0.66)

4.92 
(0.93)

3.96 
(1.19)

4.75 
(0.73)

Abbreviation: NA, not available.
aPredictors.
bP < 0.01.
cP < 0.05.
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Figure 1. Standardized Path Coefficients Related to the Role of Parenting Style and Parental Attachment Regarding the Notion of God

5. Discussion
According to the current findings, although good par-

enting style is not directly correlated with the percep-
tion of God, it can improve one’s positive perception of 
God through increasing or decreasing attachment to 
parents. In addition, rejecting parenting, which refers 
to the parents’ negligence of children, both directly and 
indirectly affects the child’s notion of God (by increased 
mistrust toward parents) and decreases child’s depen-
dence on God.

Negative effects of neglecting and rejecting parenting 
style are more significant in decreasing positive attitudes 
toward God, compared to authoritative parenting style. 
In general, loving and authoritative parents by showing 
responsive and sensitive behaviors shape proper attach-
ments in children and affect their notion of God.

 Also, the study results revealed that secure attachment 
formed by a loving parent plays the most effective medi-
ating role between authoritative parenting style and the 

notion of God. Insecure parent-child attachment formed 
by a rejecting parent also plays the most effective mediat-
ing role between parenting style and dependence on God 
(as well as the notion of God as a controlling presence).

In this regard, Bartkowski (7) believed that the notion 
of God in children was associated with attachment to 
parents and parenting styles. By referring to Bowlby’s 
attachment theory (1996), Kirkpatrick (1994) explained 
that transformational changes in parenting styles would 
improve the attachment style and therefore encourage a 
positive notion of God (9). In this regard, Kirkpatrick and 
Shaver reviewed the effects of parenting style and early 
childhood attachment on subsequent attachment to God 
(10).

Moreover, Sroufe et al. (2006) emphasized that early 
parent-child relationship would be fundamental to fu-
ture attachments, including parent-child relationship, 
romantic bonding, and one’s relationship with God (11). 
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Grankoist and colleagues (1999, quoted by Feizabadi, 
2009) stated that in the context of child attachment, 
bonding with parents and the notion of God would de-
velop. In general, parenting methods form children’s at-
tachment styles; thus, children’s perceptions of parents 
predict their notion of God (12).

Bowlby (1973), quoted by De Roos et al. (3) argued that 
attachment was an emotional bond between two people. 
He claimed that a child creates his or her own mental 
model and caregivers are the first influential people in 
forming effective attachments. These patterns are in fact 
mental presentations that originate from various experi-
ences and interactions between the child and caregivers.

These mental images lead to the emergence of certain 
perceptions and behaviors in children in their interac-
tions with the environment and new relationships. In 
other words, the mental image of God is developed in 
one’s interactions with others. Thus, the child’s secure or 
insecure attachment directly predicts his or her notion 
of God (3).

According to the theory of thematic relations, mental 
presentations are not directly based on God, but are de-
pendent on images shaped by one’s contact with impor-
tant people in one’s life, especially the parents. Also, in 
contrast with Freud’s theory, the evolution of the God no-
tion is affected not only by a child’s relationship with his 
or her father, but also by the mother-child relationship, 
which is another major determinant of the God notion.

According to Baraki and Ball (1988), both parents can 
influence their child’s notion of God. An individual’s per-
ception of God is primarily established during the early 
stages of life, and further changes in this concept will 
be caused by other influential people in later stages (11). 
Also, Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1992 quoted by Sepah Man-
sour, 2008) stated that children, who had an insecure 
relationship with their caregivers, had a negative notion 
of God, while those having a positive relation with their 
parents had a positive notion of God (13).

However, Bowlby (1996) showed that mental images of 
oneself and others which originated from attachment 
patterns and developed in early childhood would act lat-
er as mediators between the perception of parents and 
God (2). Bartkowski (7) argued that attachment theory 
was related to parent-child relationship as a predictor of 
one’s notion of God. He also could interpret “substitute 
attachment styles” (or compensatory attachment) in 
children whose parents were divorced or separated. In 

this regard, Mazaheri (4) showed that the quality of par-
ent-child relationship and attachment styles would affect 
the child’s notion of God; this finding was supported by 
our model.
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