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Many people experience religious/spiritual (R/S) struggles following specific stressful life events (SLE).
However, SLE may aggregate, gradually undermining individuals’ orienting systems. Does SLE accumulation predict greater R/S struggles? Might general religiousness buffer cumulative effects of SLE on
R/S struggles? We tested these hypotheses using religiousness and 19 kinds of SLE as predictors of the
6-factor Religious and Spiritual Struggles Scale. Using measurement invariance constraints on four
samples from 3 universities and the Internet (total N ⫽ 4,675), cumulative SLE independently predicted
greater R/S struggles of all kinds in all samples equally. Thus, heightened R/S struggles tend to
accompany accumulated SLE. However, the interaction of religiousness and SLE failed to predict R/S
struggles, yielding no support for the buffering hypothesis. Stress-exposed populations face R/S struggles
of many kinds, regardless of religiousness. We recommend tests of the buffering hypothesis targeting
aspects of religious orienting systems that connect more directly to R/S struggles.
Keywords: struggle, religiousness, spirituality, stress, trauma

R/S struggles often relate to indicators of psychological distress.
R/S struggles predict more distress about specific stressors (e.g.,
relationship breakups and sexual assault; Johnson & Hayes, 2003)
and symptoms of posttraumatic stress (e.g., Harris et al., 2012;
Wortmann, Park, & Edmondson, 2011) as well as higher perceived
general stress, neuroticism, anxiety, and depression (e.g., Ano &
Pargament, 2013; Grubbs, Wilt, Stauner, Exline, & Pargament,
2016; Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al., 2016; Wilt, Grubbs, Pargament, & Exline, 2017; Abu-Raiya, Pargament, Krause, & Ironson,
2015). Yet R/S struggles entail more than religiously contextualized distress. R/S struggles often focus on ultimate concerns,
including supernatural beliefs, value conflicts, and existential
questions and generally relate moderately to distress as distinct
latent factors (Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al., 2016). R/S struggles
have health implications as well: They predict physical symptoms,
functional disabilities, and poorer adaptation to stress (for review,
see Exline, 2013). Evidence that R/S struggles relate to mortality
and suicidality underscores the importance of R/S struggles to
health and well-being (Pargament, Koenig, Tarakeshwar, & Hahn,
2001; Trevino, Balboni, Zollfrank, Balboni, & Prigerson, 2014).

Many people report religious/spiritual (R/S) struggles, which are
experiences of negative emotion, tensions, or conflict about R/S
issues (for reviews, see Exline & Rose, 2013; Exline, 2013; Pargament, 2007; Stauner, Exline, & Pargament, 2016). R/S struggles
can arise in many forms. The Religious and Spiritual Struggles
Scale (RSS; Exline, Pargament, Grubbs, & Yali, 2014) measures
six common kinds of R/S struggles: divine (difficulties with a
deity), demonic (perceived persecution by the devil or evil spirits),
interpersonal (R/S conflicts with people), moral (concerns with
one’s actions and desires), ultimate meaning (doubting the importance, purpose, or meaning of one’s life), and doubt (discomfort
with R/S doubts and questions).
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Stress as a Predictor of Religious/Spiritual Struggle:
Direct-Effects Hypothesis
Although R/S struggles could cause distress, stress could also
cause R/S struggles (stress theoretically leads to distress; they are
distinct terms). Many studies of religious coping (Pargament,
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1997; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez, 1998; for review, see
Pargament, Falb, Ano, & Wachholtz, 2013) describe acute R/S
struggles after specific stressful life events (SLEs; e.g., serious
illnesses, losses, disasters, and conflicts). Despite this wealth of
associative evidence, important questions remain about the relation
of SLEs to R/S struggles. Specific SLEs can predict R/S struggles,
but could R/S struggles also arise in the course of normal development or daily life without acute SLEs? Although most studies to
date have focused on R/S struggles in response to specific, single
SLEs (e.g., chronic illness), R/S struggles could also emerge from
cumulative exposure to several life stressors. Exposure to several
different SLEs predicts more complex posttraumatic stress symptoms (Cloitre et al., 2009; note that not all SLEs are traumatic or
cause posttraumatic stress). This may result indirectly from cumulative effects of SLE on R/S struggles (Wortmann, Park, & Edmondson, 2011).
We tested the direct-effects hypothesis that exposure to a greater
quantity of SLEs predicts greater R/S struggles. We had three
reasons for this hypothesis. First, multiple SLE experiences, considered individually, should provide more potential causes or catalysts for R/S struggles. Second, an accumulation of stressors
could overwhelm persons, severely taxing their religious orienting
systems and coping resources (see Pargament, 1997, 2007), increasing the odds of R/S struggles because of any one SLE or their
sum. Third, a large number of SLEs, especially early in life, could
foster a view of the world as fundamentally chaotic and unsafe
(Janoff-Bulman, 1992) and might negatively affect personal images of God. These perceptions could trigger R/S struggles.
Two longitudinal studies of college students have tested the
direct-effects hypothesis. Haugen (2011) found that cumulative
SLEs between the first and fourth college years predicted increased R/S struggles over that same period. Wortmann, Park, &
Edmondson (2011) also used SLEs during the first year of college
to predict greater R/S struggles, which in turn predicted increasing
posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms. Thus, both studies supported the direct-effects hypothesis. However, both studies used
single-university samples, and both measured only divine and
demonic struggles. Neither addressed the potential role of religiousness in the relationship of SLEs to R/S struggles. Our study
also expands coverage to moral, interpersonal, ultimate meaning
and doubt struggles.

Religiousness as a Buffer: A Moderation Hypothesis
Might religiousness weaken the link between SLEs and R/S
struggles? Religion can provide a meaning framework that helps
people to manage emotional and behavioral reactions to stress
(Park, 2013) as well as a vehicle for social support (Ellison &
George, 1994; Koenig et al., 1997). Hence, a strong religious
orienting system might buffer effects of SLEs on R/S struggles
(Pargament, 1997), weakening correlations between SLEs and the
RSS among more religious individuals or communities. To our
knowledge, only Trevino, Pargament, Krause, Ironson, and Hill
(2017) have tested this buffering hypothesis but without a measure
of religiousness per se. Using a large representative sample of the
United States, a weakly positive interaction with insecure attachment to God increased the predictive effect of SLEs on R/S
struggles; however, religious hope did not moderate the predictive
effect of SLEs.

Given this equivocal potential for religiousness to affect coping
processes, we estimated its interaction with SLEs as a predictor of
R/S struggles. Interaction analysis required estimation of main
effects of religiousness on R/S struggles, although no consistent
relationship between the RSS factors and religiousness has
emerged in the past. Prior studies have mostly linked general
religiousness with higher levels of demonic and moral struggles
and lower levels of ultimate meaning struggle (Exline et al., 2014).
Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al. (2016) expanded reanalysis of these
relationships and found all correlations between religiousness and
the RSS to be more negative in a sample from a Christian university in the Pacific coastal United States compared with two religiously nonaffiliated university samples from the Great Lakes
region and an Amazon Mechanical Turk sample. Primarily, divine,
ultimate meaning, and doubt struggles correlated negatively with
religiousness, whereas religiousness correlated less strongly with
demonic and moral struggles. Individuals who are highly religious
or from a religious subculture might experience R/S struggles
differently from others, perhaps in different relation to SLEs as
well. For instance, certain religious cultures might promote the
internalization of responsibility for SLE, which could cause SLEs
to correlate more to moral struggles than to divine struggles.
Given evidence of modest correlations between R/S struggles
and religiousness, this study tested a less direct predictive role for
religiousness as a control variable and moderator of SLE (Stauner,
Exline, Grubbs, et al., 2016). This study drew from the same four
large samples to test the independent relationship between SLE
and R/S struggles (direct-effects hypothesis) and any differences in
effects across samples or kinds of R/S struggles. We controlled
direct effects of religiousness and tested for moderating effects
(buffering hypothesis). We expected weaker effects of SLEs on
R/S struggles for more religious participants and for the West
Coast Christian university sample (referred to in Stauner, Exline,
Grubbs, et al., 2016, described below).

Method
Participants
We recruited undergraduates (median age ⫽ 19 years, median
average deviation ⫽ 1) from three universities— one Christian
university on the Pacific coast (N ⫽ 1,102) and two religiously
unaffiliated universities near the Midwestern Great Lakes (public
university, N ⫽ 1,946; private university, N ⫽ 1,019)—and adult
workers from Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk; N ⫽ 1,397;
median age ⫽ 31 years, median average deviation ⫽ 6). We
compensated undergraduates with partial course credit and MTurk
workers with $3 USD.
All participants lived in the United States and completed the
survey in English between 2012 and 2015. Most identified as
women (54 – 63%), heterosexual (87–97%), or ethnically White
(63–74%). All samples had similar proportions of Black (6 – 8%),
Latino (2– 6%), and multiethnic (8 –10%) participants, but MTurk
participants included slightly fewer Asians (5% vs. 10 –15% in
university samples). Proportions of Christian and nonreligious
affiliations varied, with 98% Christians and 1% nonreligious at the
West Coast Christian university, 73/20%, respectively, at the Midwestern public university, 43/35% at the Midwestern private university, and 45/40% in the MTurk sample. Stauner, Exline,

STRESSFUL EVENTS, RELIGION, AND SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE

Grubbs, et al. (2016) reported more demographic details of these
samples and reviewed support for the comparability of data from
the undergraduate and MTurk populations (published with open
access). All samples spanned the full range of religiousness, but
the West Coast Christian university had much higher latent means.
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Measures
The RSS (Exline et al., 2014) includes 26 indicators of six
factors (Divine, Demonic, Interpersonal, Moral, Ultimate Meaning, and Doubt struggles), each rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale
for applicability over the past few months. Its total reliability was
 ⫽ .96 –.97 across our samples. Participants rated frequencies of
19 stressful life events in a widely used checklist by Turner and
Lloyd (1995; e.g., “Did your parents get a divorce?” “Has a
spouse, child, or other loved one died?” “Have you ever been
sexually abused or sexually assaulted?” “Were you regularly physically abused by one of your parents?”) as either no; yes, once; or
yes, more than once ( ⫽ .90 –.93). We treated yes, more than
once as equal to two. All samples’ medians ⫽ 2– 4 and median
average deviations ⫽ 3 (median average deviations ⫽ 5 in the
MTurk sample). We used each participant’s average (not total)
frequency of SLE experiences to avoid biasing scores downward
because of missing responses.
We fit a bifactor model of general religiousness (see below)
using belief salience (Blaine & Crocker, 1995) and participation
(Exline, Yali, & Sanderson, 2000) measures ( ⫽ .92–.97). Four
belief salience items (e.g., “My religious/spiritual beliefs lie behind my whole approach to life”) were rated on an 11-point scale
from strongly disagree, 0, to strongly agree, 10. Frequencies of six
R/S acts (e.g., “prayed or meditated”) in the past week were
reported on a 6-point scale from not at all to more than once per
day.

Results
We estimated a four-sample structural equation model (SEM) in R
(R Core Team, 2015) using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) and
the unweighted least squares estimator with mean- and varianceadjusted standard errors and fit statistics (Yang-Wallentin,
Jöreskog, & Luo, 2010). The SEM predicted all six latent RSS
factors from average SLE frequency (treated as a roughly
continuous measured variable), religiousness, and its latent
interaction with SLE. To create indicators for interaction factors, we treated ratings of religiousness factor indicators as
continuous interval measurements, multiplied each by average
SLE frequency and estimated loadings for these product indicators on one common factor (Marsh, Wen, & Hau, 2004). The
religiousness and RSS factors used polychoric correlations to
represent ordinal covariances.1 The six-factor RSS measurement model (Exline et al., 2014) has simple structure ( ⫽
.66 –.92).
Religious belief salience (RBS) and religious participation (RP)
items correlated very strongly, but both sets of items also had
internal covariance. Therefore, we used a restricted bifactor measurement model (Reise, Moore, & Haviland, 2010) to estimate a
general latent factor of religiousness and two orthogonal group
factors to explain and control covariance that was unique to
indicators of either RBS or RP, not both (see Figure 1). We also
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estimated the latent religiousness ⫻ SLE interaction factor and
interaction factors for RBS ⫻ SLE and RP ⫻ SLE as a restricted
bifactor model. We defined the group factors for RBS, RP, and
their interactions with SLE as orthogonal to all constructs to
maintain a parsimonious model.
We reused criteria from Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al. (2016) to
exclude participants with missing RSS or religiousness data, attention check errors, or extremely invariant RSS responses.2 We
excluded 360 more participants who did not answer the stressful
life events (SLE) questionnaire and three who responded Yes, more
than once to all 19 SLE items (we doubt these responses’ validity).
We retained 998 west coastal Christian university participants,
1,716 from the Midwestern public university, 964 from the Midwestern private university, and 997 from MTurk.
To confirm the replicability and generalizability of our results,
we used multisample SEM on all four data sets simultaneously
with invariant measurement models. Previous research established
measurement invariance for the RSS and religiousness across our
samples, but latent means vary, with the west coastal Christian
university scoring highest in all (Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al.,
2016). This study’s SEM allowed latent factors’ variances to differ
as well, achieving adequate scaled fit statistics with equality con2
⫽ 6,972, CFI ⫽ .93, RMSEA ⫽ .03).
straints on loadings ((4,086)
We accepted this model with equal loadings across samples and
examined path coefficients.
Religiousness predicted the RSS differently across samples and
factors (see Table 1). Our regression model controlled effects of
SLE and its interactions with religiousness, yielding effect sizes
similar to latent correlations reported in Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et
al. (2016). SLE independently predicted slightly more R/S struggles of all kinds in all samples (ßs ⫽ .08 –.24). The SLE ⫻
religiousness interaction factor predicted RSS factors insignificantly, except Demonic struggle for the west coastal Christian
university (ß ⫽ .08, p ⫽ .006).
To test if SLE effects differed across samples and RSS factors,
we constrained all SLE regression paths to be equal. This SEM’s
fit differed insignificantly from the less constrained SEM (scaled
2
⫽ 3.94, p ⫽ .12), and other fit statistics
difference test (1.86)
improved (⌬CFI ⫽ .030, ⌬RMSEA ⫽ ⫺.006). Further constraining path coefficients for the SLE ⫻ religiousness interaction

1
This SEM with equal interaction effects across samples and RSS
factors estimated negative variance (s2 ⫽ –.01) for the RBS ⫻ SLE
interaction group factor in the West Coast Christian university sample. This
casts minor doubt on the SEM’s validity in general, but all other fit
statistics and parameters seemed optimal and very similar to the results
without this constraint.
2
An SEM using the unrestricted bifactor measurement model for the
RSS (Stauner, Exline, Grubbs, et al., 2016) estimated independent effects
of SLE, religiousness, and their interaction on the general RSS factor. SLE
effects ranged from weakly positive to null (ßs ⫽ –.02 to .16 across
samples). No effects of the SLE ⫻ religiousness interaction emerged (ßs ⫽
–.04 to .04). We could not distinguish any effects on the general RSS factor
from random noise (even two religiousness effects with ßs ⬎ .80), possibly
because of the general RSS factor’s very small total variance (s2 ⫽ .13–.23
across samples, including covariances and disturbance).
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Figure 1. Restricted bifactor measurement models for religiousness and its interaction with SLE as predictors
of RSS factors. The RSS factor represents all six RSS factors included in one SEM. These unstandardized path
coefficients apply to all samples and RSS factors, except the R ⫻ SLE regression coefficient, which varied in
this SEM. That path’s ß ⫽ .02 (p ⫽ .23; dashed arrow) is based on a separate SEM with that path constrained
across samples (see Footnote 3). For its unconstrained values and for the religiousness regression path, see Table
1. The correlation of religiousness with latent R ⫻ SLE varied across samples (r ⫽ ⫺.12 to .13). The SEM set
omitted pathways to zero. For identification, each factor’s first loading 1 ⫽ 1 (bold; hollow arrow). Loading
line weights vary in proportion to their mean standardized coefficients across samples (standardized values
varied with the latent variances). RBS ⫻ SLE interaction product indicators X1–X4 ⫽ B1–B4 ⫻ SLE. RP ⫻
SLE indicators Z1–Z6 ⫽ P1–P6 ⫻ SLE.

2
gave similar results ((2.20)
⫽ 1.53, p ⫽ .51; ⌬CFI ⫽ .001,
⌬RMSEA ⫽ ⬍ .001).3
To test for a nonlinear interaction of SLE and religiousness, we
predicted regression scores from the SEM with constrained loadings and SLE effects. We added the product of religiousness and
religiousness ⫻ SLE factor scores as a predictor in robust regressions. All quadratic interaction ßs ⫽ ⫺.09 –.03; only two were
significant (ps ⫽ .05 and .03 using Holm corrections). Given only
weak and inconsistent results, we did not interpret them further.
In sum, these tests replicated the main effects of SLE on R/S
struggles and the lack of SLE ⫻ religiousness interaction effects
across samples. SLE effects applied equally to all R/S struggles,4
unlike religiousness effects. Religiousness did not interact with
SLE substantially.

Discussion
This study produced consistent support for the direct-effects
hypothesis, albeit with a modest effect size: cumulative SLEs
predicted somewhat greater R/S struggles independently of religiousness. This effect held stable across all four samples and all six
RSS factors. This result extends the evidence from studies of
divine and demonic struggles (Haugen, 2011; Wortmann, Park, &
Edmondson, 2011) to other types of R/S struggles. Major life
stressors can shake and shatter assumptions about oneself and the
benevolence of the world (Janoff-Bulman, 1992); cumulative life
stress may also disrupt core R/S beliefs, values, relationships, and
practices. However, the modest effect indicates R/S struggles often
occur without SLEs as well.

Future research may examine whether cumulative stress leads to
R/S struggle through a weakened R/S orienting system, more
chaotic worldviews, or less favorable images of God. New samples
from different regions, age groups, cultures, and religions would
help to evaluate the generalizability of these links. Surveys could
ask whether participants explicitly relate specific R/S struggles to
specific SLEs after collecting general data on R/S struggles and
SLEs. If some people do not connect specific R/S struggles to
specific SLEs, this design could support the hypothesis that SLEs
can lead to R/S struggles indirectly, without conscious connections
from specific SLEs that provoke R/S struggles. Stronger evidence
of causality would also help reinforce this hypothesis, which rests
on the assumption that R/S struggles will not generally cause
SLEs. Exceptions probably exist—for example, R/S struggles
might increase the risk of addictive behavior (Faigin, Pargament,
& Abu-Raiya, 2014)— but we assume that SLEs generally precede
R/S struggles. Still, our purely correlational data cannot rule out
3
As in that study, we excluded 328 participants for attention check
failures and invariant responses, 98 more participants for missing religiousness or RSS data, and 611 participants who did not receive measures of
religiousness in a second MTurk survey not mentioned above.
4
Polychoric correlations estimate relationships between normally distributed latent versions of ordinally measured items by estimating thresholds corresponding to transitions between response options (e.g., where a
latent change would change a response from agree to strongly agree). Both
R/S struggles and SLEs have skewed distributions. Bias introduced by
treating their ordinal responses as continuous would exceed the small bias
resulting from assuming latent normality.

STRESSFUL EVENTS, RELIGION, AND SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE

295

Table 1
Standardized Multiple Regression Coefficients for Latent Religiousness and Stressful Life Events as Interacting Predictors of
Religious and Spiritual Struggles
Predictor
RSS factor

Religiousness (R)

Sample

WCC MWU MWR GMT
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Divine
Demonic
Interpersonal
Moral
Ultimate meaning
Doubt

⫺.33
.15
⫺.19
⫺.06
⫺.40
⫺.34

.05
.60
.06
.42
⫺.12
.01

.31
.69
.22
.48
.08
.26

R ⫻ SLE interaction

Stressful life events (SLE)

.18
.64
⫺.03
.35
⫺.20
.12

WCC

MWU

MWR

GMT

.14
.17
.21
.08
.13
.08

.23
.17
.24
.13
.22
.17

.19
.16
.19
.19
.22
.15

.18
.19
.22
.16
.20
.14

Variance predicted R2

WCC MWU MWR GMT WCC MWU MWR GMT
.00
.08
.05
.06
.06
.02

.00
.02
⫺.01
⫺.04
.01
.01

⫺.02
.04
⫺.03
⫺.02
.02
⫺.01

.02
.03
.04
.03
.05
.03

.13
.05
.07
.03
.18
.13

.04
.39
.05
.21
.05
.03

.12
.49
.08
.26
.03
.09

.08
.45
.07
.17
.09
.06

Note. WCC ⫽ West Coast Christian university; MWU ⫽ Midwestern public university; MWR ⫽ Midwestern private university; GMT ⫽ general
Mechanical Turk sample. In this structural equation model, all factor loadings were constrained to be equal across samples, but regression paths and
variances were allowed to vary across samples and factors. All effects of size ␤ ⱖ .08 differed significantly from zero (p ⬍ .01, except religiousness as
a predictor of ultimate meaning struggle in the Midwestern private university sample: p ⫽ .03). Only effects of religiousness differed significantly across
samples and factors of the Religious and Spiritual Struggles Scale.

third-variable issues such as other, potentially mutual causes of
SLEs and R/S struggles (e.g., poverty, regional risks).
We found no support for the buffering hypothesis predicting a
negative interaction effect of SLEs and general religiousness on
R/S struggles. Of 24 path coefficients estimated (six each in four
samples), only one differed significantly from zero, but in the
direction opposite of our hypothesis, and very weakly at that.
However, because we focused on general religiousness in this
study, it remains possible that other, more proximal religious
variables could serve as buffers against R/S struggles. Future work
should consider factors such as religious coping or support or a
perceived relationship with God as potential buffers of any effects
of SLEs on R/S struggles. Religious hope has not received empirical support as such a buffer (Trevino et al., 2017).
Although R/S beliefs and communities provide comfort and
support for many (e.g., a promise of ultimate salvation), ordinary
experience and practice of R/S may be irrelevant for some people
facing SLEs. Yet others may encounter R/S obstacles (e.g., taboos
about divulging sexual abuse) when coping with SLEs, possibly in
proportion to their embeddedness within R/S culture. Religiousness could also lead some people to appraise SLEs as threats,
sacred losses, or desecrations (Pargament, Magyar, Benore, &
Mahoney, 2005), which could increase rather than decrease the
likelihood of subsequent R/S struggles in response to SLEs (e.g.,
questioning God’s love). Any stress-exacerbating effects of religiousness (positive interactions, such as the moderating effect of
insecure attachment to God; Trevino, Pargament, Krause, Ironson,
& Hill, 2017) could suppress any buffering effect and result in a
near-zero total interaction. Longitudinal research could support
this idea if, after SLEs, religiousness predicts more R/S struggles
that also resolve more quickly.
Overall, our results speak to the importance of cumulative life
stressors in the phenomenology of many kinds of R/S struggles.
Cumulative stress predicts well-being not only emotionally, socially, and physically but spiritually as well. This risk transcends
differences among R/S struggles and individual differences in
religiousness. These conclusions highlight the need for awareness
of the diverse challenges people may face when coping with SLEs,
regardless of the strength of their personal religious beliefs or
practices.
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