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Chapter 8  
 
 

Length of Stay, Place of Residence, and Seeking 
Attachment to God in a Foreign Land: the 
moderating effect of religious background 

affiliation   
 
 

Abstract 

This study examines factors associated with seeking relationship experiences with God 

as an attachment figure among African migrants (N=175) in a Dutch society and the 

interactive attributes of these predictors. Drawing on the attachment-religion 

framework, it was estimated that migrants who leave their homeland or 

family/friends/support groups may turn to God as a surrogate attachment in a foreign 

country. Results from this study suggest that African migrants in the socially cohesive 

Western Netherlands sought a correspondence attachment to God compared to those 

in Northern region with less social contacts. Although there was no statistically 

significant relationship between length of stay and God attachment, the religious 

background affiliation of the participants moderated the link between length of stay 

and seeking attachment to God, indicating that newly arrived (below 5 years) African 

migrants scored higher on seeking and maintaining attachment to God in Dutch 

society, compared to long-term migrants. Study implications are carefully discussed 

in relation to cross-cultural psychology of religion and African transnational 

spirituality.  

 

Theoretical and Empirical Background 

 

African Diaspora and Religion/Spirituality   

Over the past few decades, there has been an increasing amount of literature exploring 

the concept of African “diaspora” as an important population sample for gaining 

deeper insight into the dynamics of relationship experiences with God (Counted, 
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Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted, 2018; Counted, in press). The term 

diaspora has to do with decolonisation, increased immigration, global communication 

and transport of dispersed populations. This also involves a whole range of 

transnational phenomena that encourage multi-locale attachments, globalization, and 

settlement of people within and across countries (Cohen, 1999; Counted, in press). The 

study of religion in relation to the African diaspora often tells a story of religious 

transnationalism and religious experiences of African migrants in Western countries 

and how their relationship experiences with God interact with both micro-level and 

macro-level structures of transnationality and decolonization (Counted, in press; 

Geertz, 1993; Schuler, 2008). According to Diatkite and Hucks (2013), recent studies 

related to decolonization, transnationality, and African diaspora religion are 

extrapolated on the basis of repatriation of indigenous African life and belief systems. 

The conversation around decolonization and transnationality within African religious 

studies has evolved into two historical strands: colonial and postcolonial perspectives 

(Counted, in press). Interests in aspects of African diaspora religion as a colonized 

construct offer significant challenges for history as a deeply influenced ‘European’ self-

understanding of the religious ‘other’ (Diatkite & Hucks, 2013). On the other hand, 

postcolonial studies on African diaspora religion (e.g., Knibbe, 2009, 2011; Okyerefo, 

2014; Sabar, 2004, 2008; Adogame, 2008) claim to understand Africa’s history as 

influenced by ‘entangled histories’, resulting from interactions between Africans and 

their Christian colonizers, thus producing many hybrid cultural and Judeo-Christian 

religious systems which now inform and shape modern African thought and belief 

systems (Counted, in press).  

It appears that research on postcolonial African diaspora religion, as part of the 

deposits of the colonial interaction, seems to be centred on Christianity and 

conceptualized as a transnational missionary-based enterprise (Adogame, 2013). 

While pointing out the dearth of studies on religious perspectives of African during the 

colonial period, Diatkite & Hucks have suggested a new direction for African religious 

studies in the twenty-first century. They argue, while referring to Stuart (1994), that 

modern research in African religious studies "must encourage scholarship that 

disrupts the quest for an ‘original Africa’ where Africa and its diaspora exist in stasis 

and remain uncomplicated by the vicissitudes of time and history” (Diatkite & Hucks, 

2013, p.30). Most needed are postcolonial studies that engage the continental and 

diasporic diversity and proliferation of peoples of African origin in a global milieu 

197



 

 

 

 

(ibid., 2013), in what Patterson and Kelley (2000) referred to as "Unfinished 

Migrations" of peoples of Africa in making of the modern world.  

Therefore, discussions on postcolonial African diaspora religion involve huge 

transnational migration movements and a surge in the population of Africans of 

diverse cultures and religious traditions, resulting from the processes of 

decolonization and globalization. However, in the literature on African religious 

transnationalism (e.g., Okyerefo, 2014; Adogame, 2013), the topic of attachment to 

God has not yet been explored. This experiential aspect of African diaspora religion is 

lacking in empirical research and encompasses noninstitutionalized religious activities 

and participation (Counted, in press). This aspect points to a paradigm shift in African 

religious transnationalism as a psychodynamic phenomenon related to subjective 

experiences, internal working models, and personal biographies (e.g. Counted, 

Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; Counted, in press). Such paradigm is consistent 

with Watts (2017) observation of a shift in religion/spirituality in which he sees 

religious belief moving away from its conservative and cultural aspects to incorporate 

aspects of experiential and personal faith. This aspect of African diaspora religion 

involves personality patterns, mental processes, emotional-cognitive representations 

of self, others, and the Divine, among other psychodynamic attributes. 

    

Attachment and Spirituality 

Attachment theory is viewed as one of the motivational bases of human 

behaviour that provides an explanatory framework for understanding social 

relationships. The theory derives from an evolutionary perspective that seeks to 

identify relationships as functional values of a biologically-based behavioural system 

designed to promote proximity-seeking behaviour with attachment figures, from 

whom closeness would facilitate processes that assure a sense of safety in times of 

danger and offer a secure base for individual growth and exploration (Bowlby, 1969, 

1973; Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Loss of such attachment would often 

lead to distress, grief, and negative emotional states (Bowlby, 1973). Ainsworth (1989) 

and other attachment scholars (e.g. Cicirelli, 1991a, 1991b; Mikulincer, Gillath & 

Shaver, 2002) suggest that the attachment behavioural system remains open to 

adaptation throughout a person's life. According to Luna (2009), this could be due to 

the developmental changes in cognitive control during adolescence in relation to 
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specific tasks such as the working memory and response inhibition. These tasks enable 

adult attachment satisfaction by the mere knowledge of the whereabouts of the 

attachment figure (Cicirelli, 2004). Sroufe and Waters (1977) have proposed that the 

goal of adult attachment was the need for ‘felt security’, highlighting how adults have 

a much stronger cognitive capacity than infants in their imaginary relationships with 

objects of attachment. This increased capacity enables adults to develop attachments 

through imaginary and visual connections with objects of attachment, in which ‘God’ 

is an example. Therefore, adult attachment processes can be seen in the way religious 

believers relate to God as a haven of safety in times of distress and consider Him a 

secure base for their personal growth, and from whom separation could cause anxiety 

to the believer (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Granqvist & Hagekull 1999, 2000; Cicirelli, 

2004), even in new age spirituality movements (e.g., Granqvist, Fransson, & Hagekull, 

2009).  

As an innate psychological system in human beings, the attachment 

behavioural system subconsciously motivates a religious believer to maintain 

closeness with God, who in turn functions as some type of symbolic attachment figure 

in times of emotional need and distress (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2004, 2016). 

Kirkpatrick (1994, 1995, 2005; also see Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990) positions religious 

behaviours as aspects of attachment processes which reinforce belief in a personal 

relationship with God (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). This way of thinking about 

religion is central to most monotheistic religions, particularly Christianity. Granqvist 

and Kirkpatrick (2016) refer to this kind of experiential religion as a maturational 

aspect of attachment development, owing to the increased cognitive abilities adults 

have over infants, which allow them to draw closer to invisible and anthropomorphic 

divine attachment surrogates. Granqvist and Kirkpatrick (2016) recognise the 

operation of the internal working model (IWM) in attachment to God (AG) 

developments. The IWM is formed during the early years of life and serves as the 

mental representation of what the individual should expect from their attachment 

figures. It helps them to regulate their emotional states and achieve attachment goals 

(Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). When the attachment system is activated in a 

relationship with God, the religious believer develops AG, which serves as a safe haven 

in times of danger. Frequent repetition and maintenance of such closeness with God 

may result in strengthening the relationship with God and manifesting specific 
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affective attitudes toward God. For example, this can range from establishing a secure 

attachment (where the individual shows confidence in their relationship with God and 

explores the broader environment from the baseline of divine connection) to an 

insecure attachment (where individuals lack confidence in God by either avoiding 

Him, becoming anxious and angry in their relationship with Him, or manifesting both 

a fearful and dismissive attitude towards Him) (Granqvist, 1998).  

The IWM modulates the relationship experiences with God on two levels: the 

correspondence and compensation hypotheses (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Kirkpatrick, 

1998, 1999). In both hypotheses the IWM developed during the early years of life 

regulates the nature of attachment in a relationship with God. For example, an 

individual with a secure attachment with the primary caregiver is likely to replicate a 

similar experience in their relationship with God. On the contrary, individuals who 

experienced abusive attachment upbringing and emotional abandonment with their 

primary caregivers are more likely to form a relationship with God in the future in 

order to compensate for the unhealthy relationship they had (which they do not want 

to experience again) (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). While most insecurely attached 

individuals, especially young people, often relate to God based on the emotional 

compensation theory, others may relate to God due to diverse personal reasons that 

may include enhancing their secure base and retaining the memories of their primary 

attachment, as shown in a study with South African Christian youths (Counted, 2016a; 

Counted, 2016b).  

 

God Attachment and African Transnational Spirituality     

There is a considerable amount of existing literature proposing that God can 

serve as a surrogate attachment figure, however these have focused on age: older 

adults (Cicirelli, 2004), young people (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002), middle-aged 

adults (Bradshaw & Kent, 2017) and people of a particular religion: Christians 

(Bradshaw, Ellison, & Marcum, 2010) or Muslims (Miner, Ghobary-Bonab, Dowson, 

2017). Other studies have focused on women (Buser & Gibson, 2016), cancer patients 

(Cassibba et al. 2014), Dutch citizens (Schaap-Jonker et al. 2008), African Christian 

youths (Counted, 2016a, 2016b, Counted & Moustafa, 2017), and Chinese Christians 

(Wei et al. 2012). Despite the growing interest in the social scientific study of religion 
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exploring the relationship experiences with God in terms of AG, little is known about 

how this phenomenon is represented among African migrants, except by few studies 

by Counted and colleagues (e.g. Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; 

Counted, 2018; Counted, 2018b; Counted, in press). African migrants are 

geographically separated from their loved ones in their home countries and experience 

socio-cultural inequities in host-communities, thus leading them to form a 

relationship with a surrogate attachment figure that could give them a sense of 

meaning and belonging in their new abodes.  

Existing literature on African transnational religion/spirituality suggests that 

the religion of the African diaspora requires closer attention than it has previously 

received. This religion has been conceptualised by scholars as part of the politics of 

geography (Knibbe, 2009), conscious missionary agenda (Burgess, 2009), reverse-

mission (Okyerefo, 2014), contribution to religious diversification of the West 

(Adogame, 2008), and as the main space for the production of a sense of belonging 

among African migrants (Sabar, 2004). To expand the discussion on African 

transnational spirituality as a psychodynamic phenomenon, studying ways in which 

members of the African diaspora are experiencing God as a symbolic object of 

attachment need to be in conversation, as this is rarely covered in African 

transnational religion/spirituality literature. This paradigm shift deepens the 

conversation on African religious transformation as a transnational, experiential 

religion that is a panoply of attachment processes. This form of religious experience 

can be seen as the representation of God as a care-giving faith (e.g. Counted, 2016a, 

2018b), involving perceiving God as an attachment figure, serving as a safe haven in 

times of distress and secure base for exploring the broader diaspora environment. This 

attachment experience is important for members of the African diaspora who are 

experiencing socio-cultural challenges associated with adjusting to their new abode. 

In moments when they are confronted with such negative experiences, they are likely 

to turn to God as their safe haven for protection and comfort in the midst of the 

uncertainty of the future in a host country. Such individuals may also explore 

opportunities and future prospects in their host country based on their confidence in 

God as their secure base. Although some researchers (e.g. Braam et al. 2007; De Roos 

et al. 2001; Schaap-Jonker et al. 2008) have explored the representations of God 

among Dutch citizens, no study has investigated this phenomenon among African 
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diaspora communities in Dutch society, suggesting an important empirical gap in the 

attachment-religion framework literature.  

Knibbe and van der Meulen (2009) point to how African migrants are 

navigating the Dutch space, as they are increasingly developing unique African trans-

locality in the Netherlands and relating to their new abodes through creating their own 

religion and diaspora communities in relation to several factors. Relationship 

experiences with God involving seeking attachment-affiliation may be developed as a 

result of some factors. In a recent study involving migrants and natives in Austria, 

Kohlbacher et al. (2015) report that migration factors such as place/region of residence 

is important in terms of attachment patterns among migrants. This is because 

individuals living in a social cohesive neighbourhood are likely to experience a better 

sense of attachment with their human others, hence no need to form imaginary 

surrogate attachment or compensate by turning to God, albeit these individuals may 

model (correspond) their secure relationship model onto a new relationship—

exploring a new object even though they are securely attached. However, individuals 

living in isolated environments may seek surrogate attachment to make up for the 

unavailability of human contact. Anton and Lawrence (2014) also point to 

place/region of residence as an important variable explaining people’s attachment 

experience, creating a sense of belonging. Rentfrow and colleagues (2014, 2015) 

describe these regional differences in their geographical variability in the Big Five 

personality traits (conscientiousness, extraversion, openness, neuroticism, and 

agreeableness), concluding that regional locations relate to differences in personality. 

These variations in personality have been linked to societal outcomes related to the 

political, economic, social, and health atmosphere of a place. For example, in the 

United Kingdom, individuals in places with high levels of conscientiousness were 

drawn to the conservative political party candidates, while those in places with high 

levels of openness tended to be politically liberal.    

Length of stay may also be an important migration factor to consider when 

exploring attachment processes since newly arrived migrants are more likely to want 

to develop surrogate attachment than those who are long-term migrants who already 

have a strong social capital. The latter is expected to find creative ways of interacting 

with a relational figure who they would value as ‘a friend’ in a new place, thus 

susceptible to seeking attachment-affiliation with God in the process of finding a 
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secure base from whom to explore a new country. Newly arrived migrants are mostly 

likely to rely on a much wiser and stronger figure (e.g. God) as they navigate the 

uncertainty of the future in a foreign land where they are not officially recognized as 

members of that society compared to those who have lived there for a long time.  

It is likely that the religious background of migrants could contribute to their 

need for spiritual attachment. For example, religious migrants may seek relationship 

experiences with God compared to non-religious migrants who may not have that kind 

of worldview. However, after a long period of repeated discrimination and socio-

cultural challenges associated with adjusting to life in a new country, non-religious 

migrants may explore a relationship with God to help them adjust to their new life. An 

individual’s religious background or belief plays a significant role in understanding 

their relationship experiences with God, partly due to the emphasis on developing a 

personal relationship with God who is a ‘father’ and ‘friend’, compared to non-religious 

view that does not promote the existence of a personal, relational Divine entity. These 

views are likely to impact one’s relationship experiences with God, especially in a 

diaspora context.  Attachment is an important concept in the migrant-God 

relationship, since the feelings of love experienced in the context of such a relationship 

resemble more closely the prototypical attachment of a ‘child to a primary caregiver’. 

Therefore, identifying the predictors of African transnational spirituality in terms of 

their relationship experiences with God would have great implication for 

understanding the sense of social belonging and well-being outcomes of migrant 

groups.  

Recent studies have shown an association between African diasporas’ religious 

attachment and quality of life (Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; 

Counted, 2018a). Another study (Counted 2018b) also shows that global insecure 

attachment in human relationship experiences (e.g. avoidant and anxious) predicts 

seeking attachment to God among African Pentecostal diasporas. Therefore, the 

religious attachment of Africans in Dutch society requires a closer look, such that one 

considers the variables associated with their relationship experiences with God. 

Drawing on the compensation attachment model and African transnational 

spirituality, it is expected that African migrants in Dutch society who left their 

homeland or family/friends/support groups will compensate by turning to religion 

and God. First, it is hypothesised that this attachment development will be related to 
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the length of stay of African migrants. Second, given the effects of geographical 

variability in personality (Rentfrow et al., 2014, 2015), it is estimated that African 

migrants in Northern region of the Netherlands will seek a compensatory attachment 

to God compared to those in the Western region who may develop a correspondence 

attachment due to the differences in social cohesion in both regions. Lastly, it is further 

hypothesized that the religious background affiliation of the participants will moderate 

the relationship between their length of stay and seeking attachment to God, such that 

newly-arrived (below 5 years) religious participants may show a trend toward seeking 

attachment to God in a new country than non-religious participants on arrival. 

Alternatively, long-term non-religious participants may eventually turn to God and 

religion as an object of attachment after having experienced series of negative 

migration experiences (e.g. discrimination, racism, etc.) compared to newly arrived 

non-religious participants. 

 

Methods  

 

Sample and Procedure 

Study participants (n=175) are originally from sub-Saharan Africa and 

residents in northern and western parts of the Netherlands. The participants identified 

themselves as professionals, students, refugees, and migrant workers, and as citizens 

of sub-Saharan African countries. Participants were aged 18 years and above, and 52% 

were female. 50.6% were married, 43.1% single, and the rest either divorced, 

separated, or widowed. Other demographic and migration arrangements were 

categorized as follows: African migrants without a valid residence permit (7.6%); those 

living in Western Netherlands (66.7%); migrants with Dutch language proficiency 

(48.8%).  

Cross sectional data were collected from study participants using a snowball 

sampling approach, a method recommended by Renzaho et al. (2013) for studying 

migrant and hard-to-reach populations. Participants were recruited from existing 

African diaspora community structures through their regular meetings as religious 

groups, student groups, and cultural groups. The researcher toured around western 

and northern regions of the Netherlands in search of African diaspora groups where 
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he then participated in various cultural, student, and religious events organised by 

group leaders who had been informed about the study. The researcher was then invited 

to explain the study to the respective communities, telling them that it was exploring 

their relationship experience with God, and meetings were held with prospective 

participants who completed the surveys. A total of 353 participants responded to the 

initial invitation at different meetings and events, but only 175 of them returned their 

completed surveys either on the spot, the following week, or by mail.  

 

Measures   

Secure attachment to God. The 16 items (α = .97) 6-point scale (1=Disagree 

strongly, 6=Agree strongly) Attachment to God Measure (AGM) (Sim & Loh, 2003) 

assessed four dimensions of secure AG: proximity to God (α = .89; e.g. I seek to be 

close to God), God as a safe haven (α = .91; e.g. When I am afraid or anxious, I know 

that God is there for me), God as a secure base (α = .92; e.g. My relationship with God 

gives me the courage to face new challenges), and God as a response to separation (α 

= .85; e.g. I cannot bear to think of life without God). All the dimensions were 

combined to form the secure AG measure (α = .97; M=5.36, SD=0.83) for the 

descriptive statistics in Table 1.  

Insecure attachment to God. In addition to the above, the 9-item 

Attachment to God Scale (AGS) by Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002) was used to 

measure insecure AG. A 7-point scale (0=Not at all characteristic of me, 7=Very 

characteristic of me), the AGS contains two subscales measuring avoidant-attachment 

with God (α = .73, M=1.73, SD=1.59; e.g. God seems to have little or no interest in my 

personal affairs) and anxious-attachment with God (α = .71, M=2.95, 1.68; e.g. God 

sometimes seems very warm and other times very cold to me). Based on the 

suggestions of Rowatt and Kirkpatrick, items 4-6 were reverse-scored because they 

were negatively worded.  

Positive and negative attitudes toward God. Furthermore, two variables 

were adapted from the 9 item, 11-point, Attitudes toward God Scale (ATGS-9) (Wood 

et al., 2010) for measuring relationship experiences with God in terms of positive and 

negative attitudes toward God (0=Not at all, 10=Extremely). This measure was 

adapted since it consists of two subscales, with one tapping on the negative experience 

in one’s relationship with God in terms of disappointment/anger with God (α = .79, 
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M=1.11, SD=1.94; e.g. Feel that God has let you down) and the other measuring the 

positive relationship experience with God: positive attitudes toward God (α = .95, 

M=9.21, SD=1.67; e.g. Trust God to protect and care for you). All the AG variables used 

for this study are summarized in Table 1. 

 

Length of Stay. Study participants were asked how long they have lived in the 

Netherlands and their responses were coded into two categories: 1=participants who 

have lived in Dutch society for less than 5 years; and 2=residents above 5 years.   

Region of residence. Participants’ were also asked about their region of place 

of residence and the cities mentioned were categorised into two dummy variables: 

Northern and Western Netherlands. Western region of the Netherlands is more 

metropolitan with more population of internationals and student migrants than 

Northern Netherlands. 

Religious background/affiliation. Study participants were asked whether 

they were affiliated with a religious institution and their responses were categorised as 

“religious” for those who are part of a religious institution and “non-religious” for 

those who consider themselves spiritual but not religiously affiliated to any religious 

institution.   

Control variables. The relationships among study measures discussed above 

were also measured using the effects of socio-demographic binaries coded as gender 

(0=female; 1=male), age (0= 18-25; 1= 26-35; 2= 36-45; 3= 46-55; 4= 56-65; 6= 66-

110), and education background (0= High school or less; 1=Tertiary education) which 

were controlled statistically.    

 

Analytical Strategy  

The study hypothesis estimates that length of stay and region of residence will 

predict seeking attachment to God among African migrants in Dutch society. An 

interactive influence was also estimated in that the relationship between length of stay 

and seeking attachment to God will be moderated by participants’ religious 

background. This means that there should be a statistical interaction between length 

of stay and religious background on seeking attachment to God. Statistical analyses 

were conducted using SPSS, version 21.0. Descriptive statistics have been calculated 

and summarised in Table 1 with variable means for AG descriptors of the total sample. 
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Tests for additive and interaction effects were performed with ordinary least squares 

hierarchical regression analyses, and the significance is set at p<.05.  Following this, 

tests were performed for the proposed hypotheses in two steps. First, the direct 

relationship between the independent variables and seeking attachment to God were 

estimated in Model 1; thus, providing a test for the first two hypotheses on the effects 

of region of residence and length of stay as predictors of seeking attachment to God. 

Second, the cross-product interactive terms were entered into Model 2 in the next step; 

thus, providing a test for the last hypothesis estimating the moderating role of religious 

background in the relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God.  

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for seeking relationship experiences with God (n=175) 

 

Seeking attachment to God 

descriptors α M SD Minimum Maximum 

Secure attachment to God .97 5.36 0.83 1.31 6 

Divine Anxiety .71 2.95 1.68 1 7.00 

Divine Avoidance .73 1.73 0.90 1 4.33 

Positive Attitudes toward God .95 9.21 1.67 1 10 

Anger and disappointment with 

God .79 1.11 1.94 0 10 

 

Results  

As shown in Table 1, participants showed a strong level of attachment to God 

(AG) with the mean average of 5.36 (SD=0.83) on a scale of 1 to 6 in the combined 

secure AG measure. This shows the strength of their attachment, as is further 

demonstrated in the subscales: proximity to God (M=5.31, SD=0.85), perceptions of 

God as a secure base (M=5.34, SD=0.87) and safe haven (M=5.46, SD=0.85), and in 

turning to God as a response for separation (M=5.33, SD=0.94). On a scale of 1 to 7, 

the mean scores for Divine anxiety (M=2.95, SD=1.68) and Divine avoidance (M=1.72, 

SD=0.90) are very low, suggesting that participants are neither anxious nor avoidant 

in their relationship with God, thus not insecurely attached. This is also reflected in 

their attitudes toward God which showed stronger mean scores for positive attitudes 

toward God (M=9.21, SD=1.67) on a scale of 0 to 10, compared to feelings of 
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anger/disappointment with God (M=1.11, SD=1.94) on the same rating scale. Higher 

mean scores in secure AG indicators also suggest that African migrants in Dutch 

society may have secure attachment and positive attitudes toward God, rather than 

insecure attachment patterns and negative attitudes toward God respectively.  

 

Table 2. Bivariate Pearson’s r correlations of the measures of sample N=175 

Variables Length 
of stay 

Place 
of 
Reside
nce in 
the 
Netherl
ands 

Secure 
attach
ment 
to God 

Divine 
Avoida
nce 

Divine 
Anxiet
y 

Positive 
Attitud
es 
toward 
God 

Disappo
intment
/anger 
towards 
God 

Religio
us 
backgr
ound 

Length of stay -        

Region of 
Residence in the 
Netherlands 

.416** -       

Secure attachment 
to God 

.116 .119 -      

Divine Avoidance -.085 .070 -.545** -     

Divine Anxiety .006 .181* -.207** .550** -    

Positive Attitudes 
toward God 

.076 .112 .822** -.512** -.196**  
- 

  

Disappointment/a
nger towards God 

-.043 .150* -.289** .606** .470** -.310** -  

Religious 
background 

-.042 -.075 -.316** .293** .094 -.473** .189** - 

Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 

level (2-tailed). Length of Stay (1= Below Five Years; 2=Above 5 Years); Religious background (1=Not 

Religious; 2=Neutral; 3=Religious); Region of Residence (1= Northern Netherlands; 2= Western 

Netherlands) 

 

 Several significant results are noteworthy in the bivariate correlations and 

multivariate analyses, but this section will only report on results related to the main 
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study hypotheses estimating the relationship between length of stay, religious 

background, and seeking attachment to God.  In Table 2, Pearson’s r correlation results 

reveal that length of stay was not related to religious background and attachment to 

God descriptors, but place of residence in the Netherlands was positively associated 

with Divine anxiety and disappointment with God. Religious background was 

negatively related to secure attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God, but 

positively correlated to Divine avoidance and disappointment with God in the Pearson 

correlations in Table 2. Secure attachment to God was positively related to positive 

attitudes toward God, but negatively correlated to insecure attachment to God 

descriptors such as Divine avoidance, Divine anxiety, and disappointment with God.  

Multivariate analyses data in Table 3 provide evidence for the first, second and 

third study hypotheses, respectively. More specifically, there was no significant 

relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God; thus, there was no 

support for this hypothesis. However, in support of the second study hypothesis, 

region of residence was positively associated with seeking attachment to God (secure 

attachment and positive attitudes toward God), suggesting that migrants living in the 

Western region were more likely to develop religious attachment, compared to those 

in the Northern region (see Model 1). Interestingly, when controlled for the interaction 

terms (religious background by length of stay), living in Western region was negatively 

related to insecure avoidant attachment, but also positively associated with secure 

attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God.   

Results of the moderation analyses are summarised in Tables 3. In support of 

the last hypothesis, it was found that religious background affiliation moderates the 

relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God involving secure 

attachment and positive attitudes toward God. More specifically, it was found (see 

Table 3) that newly-arrived (below 5 years) religiously affiliated migrants scored 

higher on secure attachment to God (b= -1.42, p=. 001)  and positive attitudes toward 

God (b= -1.02, p=. 001) compared to long-term religiously affiliated migrants. The 

negative relationship suggests that less LOS are related to higher/secure AG, thus 

confirming the moderation of the relationship between length of stay and AG by 

religious affiliation. In addition, although the model summary is not significant, 

results in Table 3 also suggest newly arrived (below 5 years) non-religious migrants, 

compared to long-term non-religious migrants, showed higher avoidant Divine 

attachment (b= -.226, p=.01).  This result suggests that the length of stay may not be 
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directly related to seeking attachment to God, but contingent on their religious 

background affiliation (especially among those that are religiously affiliated). 

 

Table 3. Ordinary least squares multiple regression analysis of the relationships 

among length of stay (LOS), region of residence (ROR), religious background, and 

seeking attachment to God among African migrants (N=175) 

 Seeking attachment relationship experiences with God 

Insecure Attachment to God Secure Attachment to God 

Divine anxiety Divine 

avoidance 

Disappointme

nt or anger 

with God 

Secure 

attachment 

to God 

Positive 

attitudes 

toward God 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Age 

-.048 

(-.060) 

-.059 

(-.074) 

.017 

(.011) 

.028 

(.019) 

.112 

(.168) 

.131 

(.197) 

.030 

(.019) 

.040 

(.026) 

.028 

(.036) 

.037 

(.049) 

Gender 

.016 

(.054

) 

.033 

(.109) 

-.001 

(-.002) 

.021 

(.037) 

-.080 

(-.310) 

-.060 

(-.231) 

-.120 

(-.202) 

-.106 

(-.179) 

-.032 

(-.106) 

-.028 

(-.093) 

Education 

-.115 

(.186) 

-.142 (-

.229) 

-.166 (-

.137)** 

-.208 (-

.172)** 

-.201 (-

.353)** 

-.223 (-

.422)** 

.153 

(.126) 

.141 

(.116) 

.064 

(.104) 

.065 

(.105) 

Religious (Ref. = 

Non-religious) 

-.082 

(-.689) 

.128 

(1.07) 

-.296 

(-

1.25)**

* 

-.344 (-

1.46) 

-.241 (-

2.17)** 

.050 

(.490) 

.308 

(1.31)*

** 

1.06 

(4.47)

*** 

.471 

(3.98)*

** 

1.03 

(8.68)

*** 

Below 5 years 

LOS (Ref. = 

Above 5 years 

LOS) 

-.057 

(-.193) 

-.011 (-

.037) 

.064 

(.117) 

.137 

(.249) 

.093 

(.371) 

.162 

(.647) 

-.071 

(-.123) 

-1.21(-

2.10)*

** 

.041 

(.141) 

-.780 

(-

2.70)*

* 

ROR in Western 

Netherlands 

(Ref. = ROR in 

-.046 

(-.156) 

-.021 (-

.072) 

-.155 (-

.272) 

-.171 (-

.300)** 

-.140 (-

.561) 

-.093 (-

.373) 

.178 

(.312)*

* 

.179 

(.314)*

* 

.197 

(.691)*

* 

.200 

(.702)*

* 
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Northern 

Netherlands) 

Religiously 

affiliated X LOS 

- 

 

.029 (-

.082) - 

-.177 (-

.261) - 

-.509 (-

1.595) - 

-1.42 

(-

2.08)*

** - 

-1.02 

(-

2.99)*

* 

No-religious 

affiliation X 

LOS 

 

- 

-.179 (-

1.55) - 

-.226 (-

1.022)*

* - 

-.118 (-

1.14) - 

.067 

(.301) - 

.078 

(.704) 

Adjusted R2     -.016   -.009   .116  .136   .071  .074   .156 .213 .266 .295 

F for change in R2     .558  1.60  4.64***   2.92  3.13**   1.24 

  

6.14*** 

  

6.84***  11.10***    4.35** 

Notes: 

Standardized regression coefficient 

Metric (unstandardized) regression coefficient 

Ref, reference group; * statistically significant outcomes at *p <  .05.  **p <  .01. ***p <  .001. 

 

 

Discussion 

The primary aim of this study was to identify predictors of relationship 

experiences with God as an attachment figure among African migrants living in a 

Dutch society. Based on the theoretical underpinning informing this study, we 

examined the effects of region of residence and length of stay as potential predictors 

of seeking attachment to God in a cross-sectional sample of 175 migrants of African 

background. The study conceptualised the attachment-religion framework as an 

important theme in African transnational spirituality and examined the extent to 

which seeking attachment to God was related to region of residence and length of stay. 

Overall, study results reveal that most (89%) of the study participants displayed a 

strong level of state-based attachment to God, thus developing proximity to God and 

perceiving Him as a safe haven and secure base. Perhaps, this suggests that God plays 

the role of a surrogate attachment for African migrants geographically separated from 

their loved ones and support groups in their home countries amid shared socio-

cultural inequities in their host communities. This conceptualisation of religious 
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experience among African diasporas in Dutch society was relevant for understanding 

contemporary trend of African transnational spirituality in terms of spiritual 

attachment processes in relation to the sacred, as proposed in a recent concept analysis 

and re-interpretation of African diaspora religion (Counted, in press). This aspect of 

African diaspora spirituality in relation to seeking attachment to God was essential for 

migrants as this surrogate attachment is perceived as a secure base for their individual 

and collective growth and a safe haven to turn to in times of perceived danger within 

the Dutch society.  

Overall, the study findings showed the strength of participants’ relationship 

experiences with God as an attachment figure with an above average mean score of 5.4 

on a 1 to 6 rating scale, suggesting that participants were seeking attachment for their 

lack of family/friends/support groups by turning to religion/God. Seeking attachment 

to God appears to be an important spiritual exercise for African migrants in Dutch 

society. The hierarchical regression analysis results confirm the hypothesis on the 

direct relationship of region of residence with seeking attachment to God, although the 

hypothesis on the link between length of stay and seeking attachment was not 

confirmed.  In terms of the second hypothesis on geographical differences in 

personality (Rentfrow, 2014), study results reveal that African migrants in Western 

parts of the Netherlands, compared to those in Northern region, had secure 

attachment in terms of seeking attachment to God and having positive attitudes 

toward God. In addition, being from Western region was also negatively associated 

with insecure avoidant attachment when controlled for the interaction terms: length 

of stay and religious affiliation. This result suggests that those in Western region were 

less likely to be avoidantly attached to God when their length of stay and religious 

affiliation are factored. It also means that those in the Western region were more likely 

to develop secure correspondence attachment to God than migrants in Northern 

region. This is not surprising since these migrants may be exploring a relationship with 

God even though they are in a socially cohesive atmosphere; thus, the spiritual 

attachment does not substitute for their experiences with important people in their 

lives nor does their close relationship experiences with their social contacts in the 

region replace their attachment to God. This result supports previous literature on the 

correspondence model of the attachment-religion framework (e.g. Counted, 2016a, 

2016b; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; Hall, Fujikawa, Halcrow, Hill, & Delaney, 
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2009). Furthermore, this result corroborates literature on adult attachment research, 

which shows a link between individual attachment processes and their perceptions of 

social and environmental conditions of their place of residence (Kyle et al. 2004). This 

also corroborates findings from Rentfrow and colleagues (2014, 2015) about 

geographical variability in personality. Fried (2000) also reports on this issue, 

reasoning that the density and social factors of a place can facilitate attachment 

interactions.   

In addition, there was no direct significant relationship between length of stay 

and relationship experiences with God among African migrants who have lived in the 

Netherlands. However, the link between their length of stay and seeking attachment 

to God seemed to be contingent on religious background affiliations. As shown in the 

moderation hierarchical results in Table 3, newly arrived religiously affiliated migrants 

scored higher on secure attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God, 

compared to long-term religious participants. In addition, non-religious newly-arrived 

migrants also scored higher on insecure-avoidant God attachment than long-term 

non-religious participants. These outcomes suggest the moderating role of religious 

background affiliation in the relationship between length of stay and seeking 

attachment to God, thus supporting the last study hypothesis. This perspective is well-

documented in the place attachment literature (Bonaiuto et al. 1999; Marcheschi et al. 

2015) and the circle of place spirituality model (e.g., Counted, 2018; Counted, 

Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted & Zock, in press; Brulin & Granqvist, 

2018), showing how individual and contextual differences can influence the 

attachment behaviour of people.  It is therefore plausible to argue that the attachment-

affiliation with God helps newly-arrived religiously-affiliated African migrants to deal 

with the challenges associated with place change, thus, maintaining an attachment to 

God is an important coping resource for survival in a foreign land.   

Limitations and future directions. Despite the strength of this study in 

terms of exploring relationship experiences with God as an under-researched theme 

in African transnational spirituality, some limitations and prospects for further studies 

are worth mentioning. This study is characterised by several limitations. First, the 

reliance on self-reports and cross-sectional data made it difficult to make firm 

predictions about causation even though the study documents associations between 

variables. Aside the cross-sectional design, a second limitation is the multiple testing 
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on a relatively small sample which may also pose a challenge with regard to the power 

of the test. However, due to the numeric disadvantage of the sample group as a 

migrant, hard-to-reach population the small sample size may be justified. In addition, 

experiences in human relationships were not assessed to corroborate findings; 

although this limitation did not affect the study results since the mean scores were well 

above the midpoint for all attachment measures, indicating that participants’ 

representation of God as a symbolic attachment figure was relatively real to them. The 

assumptions on the geographical differences between Western and Northern 

Netherlands may become a topic of dispute among scholars and thus this should be 

considered as a limitation. Further nation-wide research on perceptions of Dutch 

society between migrants and natives may be warranted to come to conclusive 

assumptions on the definitive binaries of Western and Northern Netherlands. 

Furthermore, although the measurement of length of stay and religious background 

affiliation as categorical variables may be adequate for gauging key constructs in this 

study, single-item measures are still susceptible to low reliability. The development of 

multi-item religious affiliation and length of stay measures, for example, would be a 

welcome development in this field. Despite the above-mentioned limitations, this 

study presents a new way of looking at the transnational dynamics of African diaspora 

spirituality in terms of experiential and spiritual attachment aspects. Hence, future 

studies should corroborate research outcomes in this area to further evaluate and 

integrate the attachment-religion framework as an attribute of African transnational 

spirituality. 

 

Conclusion  

Most existing literature has examined the attachment to God relationship 

phenomenon in the context of American and European populations, with relatively 

few studies on African migrants. In this study, the knowledge of relationship 

experiences with God is extended to include the spiritual attachment of African 

migrants in a European, particularly Dutch, context. Based on results from a cross-

sectional data on a sample (N=175) of African migrants in Dutch society, attachment 

appears to be a very dominant theme in their spiritual experience and this experience 

is related to their region/place of residence in the Netherlands and indirectly related 

to their length of stay. Most importantly, the experience of attachment to God can be 
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influenced by the interactive effects of the length of stay and religious background 

affiliation of African migrants in a Dutch context; thus, indicating the moderating 

effect of religious affiliation in the relationship between length of stay and seeking 

relationship experiences with God. These findings highlight the importance of 

spiritual attachment in the lives of African migrants, and also position the 

compensation and correspondence differences in attachment as relevant research 

topics in cross-cultural psychology of religion and African transnational spirituality.  
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