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PRIMING GOD-RELATED CONCEPTS
INCREASES ANXIETY AND TASK PERSISTENCE

TINATOBUREN AND BRIAN P. MEIER
Gettysburg College

Research on the relationship between religiosity and anxiety has been mixed,
with some studies revealing a positive relation and other studies revealing a nega-
tive relation. The current research used an experimental design, perhaps for the
first time, to examine anxiety and task persistence during a stressful situation.
Christians and Atheists/Agnostics/Others were primed with God-related or neu-
tral (non-God related) concepts before completing an unsolvable anagram task
described as a measure of verbal intelligence. The results revealed that the God-
related primes increased both task persistence and anxiousness, which suggests
that experimentally induced God-related thoughts caused participants to persist
longer on a stressful task, but also to feel more anxious after finishing it. No effect
of religious affiliation was found, however, indicating that God-related priming
affected Christians and non-Christians in a similar fashion.

A growing amount of psychological research has examined the role
religion (broadly defined) plays in mental health. Individuals as far
back as Jung, Rogers, and Maslow believed that their patients’ men-
tal health was enhanced by the presence of religion (Bergin, 1985,
1991; Shreve-Neiger & Edelstein, 2004). While it is difficult to offer
one definition of religion, people’s practices and belief in a deity
or creator seem to be core aspects (e.g., Shreve-Neiger & Edelstein,
2004).

This article is based upon honors research conducted by the first author.
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Anxiety is one specific component of mental health. Although
there are different subtypes of anxiety, we consider anxiety at the
general level by focusing on people’s negative affective reactions
(e.g., worry, apprehension) in response to a perceived threat or dan-
ger (Beck & Clark, 1997; Watson et al., 1995). While anxiety can be
a beneficial response to an approaching danger, excessive anxiety
in the moment or over time can have debilitating consequences for
both mental and physical health (Beck, Emery, & Greenberg, 2005).

The relationship between religiosity and anxiety has been a com-
plicated one to examine, and the results been somewhat mixed
(Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 2001; Miller & Kelley, 2005; Spilka,
Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003). For example, Zeidner and
Hammer (1992) examined state anxiety and religion-related coping
(e.g., engagement in religious activities). They found a significant
positive relationship between religious coping and state anxiety
such that more religious coping predicted higher levels of state
anxiety. Harris, Schoneman, and Carrera (2002), on the other hand,
found that multiple measures of religiosity were significantly nega-
tively related to trait anxiety such that more religiosity predicted
lower levels of anxiety. This literature is typical of the somewhat
inconsistent findings of the relation between religion and anxiety
(Koenig et al., 2001; Shreve-Neiger, & Edelstein, 2004).

Although there are likely multiple factors that lead to these in-
consistent results (e.g., methodological issues, operationalization of
the constructs; Shreve-Neiger, & Edelstein, 2004), one explanation
for why religion might decrease anxiety could involve people’s reac-
tion to stress. A belief in God could allow people to better manage
stressful situations (Oman & Thoresen, 2003). Several studies show
that people turn to God and their religious beliefs as ways to deal
with stressors (e.g., cancer or hurricanes; Koenig et al., 2001; Spilka
et al., 2003). Religious thinking might be helpful when people face
such stressors because it allows them to view God and their religion
as a refuge, partner, or source of hope that provides some level of
meaning and explanation to a situation (Moran, 1990; Paragament,
1996; Spilka et al., 2003). This possibility gains merit when consider-
ing that some people see God as a benevolent figure that is loving
and caring (Kirkpatrick, 2005). Thus, people may better approach
difficult situations by turning to a kind God, which might lead to a
decrease in immediate and long-term anxiety.

As mentioned earlier, however, some studies reveal that religious
beliefs can lead to an increase in anxiety. One reason for this increase
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might be because religious beliefs or thoughts about God create a
sense of being watched or controlled, which could create a concern
for how an individual behaves in any given situation. Kirkpatrick
(2005) contends that some people view God as a punishing and de-
manding figure that can see all. Bering (2006) and others (e.g., Shar-
iff & Norenzayan, 2007) suggest that belief in a supernatural watch-
er can bias feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. If God is watching,
people could be concerned about the type of behavior they engage
in or the private thoughts they have, both of which could increase
anxiousness.

Although there does not appear to be any direct evidence for the
idea that a supernatural watcher can affect anxiety, there is evidence
that reveals how a supernatural watcher can affect behavior. Ber-
ing, McLeod, and Shackelford (2005) found that participants were
less likely to cheat when given the chance if they had first been told
that people have reported the presence of a ghost in the laboratory
room. More directly related to God and religion, Shariff and Noren-
zayan (2007) found that when participants had been primed with
God-related concepts, they allocated more money to an anonymous
stranger compared to participants who had been primed with neu-
tral concepts. Although other explanations are possible (e.g., God is
associated with prosocial behavior), they concluded that a God con-
cept activated the feeling of being watched (Shariff & Norenzayan,
2007), which caused participants to allocate more money.

THE PRESENT STUDY

We sought to use an experimental design to examine religion and
anxiety. The anxiety research cited above used correlational designs,
but we are unaware of any experimental research in this area. Fur-
thermore, existing research has typically used designs that require
retrospective reports of both religion and anxiety, but no research
that we are aware of has examined religion’s impact on anxious
feelings in the moment as the result of a stressful laboratory task.
In the current study, we asked participants to report their current
level of anxiousness before and after performing an alleged verbal
intelligence task, which was actually an unsolvable anagram task.
Before this task, some participants were primed with God-related
concepts. The scrambled-sentence paradigm of Srull and Wyer
(1979) was used to prime God- (versus non-God) related concepts.
This task requires participants to use four of five scrambled words
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to form a complete English sentence. In the neutral prime condition,
none of the scrambled words included God-related concepts, but in
the God-related prime condition, half of the sentences contained a
God-related word (e.g., God).

The scrambled sentence paradigm has been shown to be an ef-
fective way of determining how a cognitive representation primed
in one situation (e.g., via scrambled sentences) affects behavior in a
seemingly unrelated situation (e.g., anxiousness induced by a labo-
ratory stressor; Bargh & Chartrand, 2000). The basic premise is that
reading words related to a God-like (versus non-God-like) concept
will prime or activate God-related representations or concepts in
memory, which allows one to determine the effect such thoughts
have on behavior. In the present study;, this task enables us to deter-
mine the manner in which God-related thoughts affect anxiety and
persistence when participants engage in a stressful task. In other
words, we used this task to manipulate God-related thoughts. This
task has been used extensively across a broad array of disciplines
and research areas (e.g., Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Fitzsimons
& Shah, 2008; Meier & Robinson, 2004; Randolph-Seng & Nielson,
2007; Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007; Srull & Wyer, 1979).

If God-related thoughts allow individuals to better handle stress-
ful situations, then participants primed with God-related (versus
non-God related) concepts might persist longer on the anagram
task and report feeling less anxious after completing it. However,
if God-related thoughts intensify a stressful situation, then partici-
pants primed with God-related (versus non-God related) concepts
might persist longer on the anagram task and report feeling more
anxious after completing it.

We examined the effect of God-related primes on Christian and
non-Christians (i.e., those who reported being an Atheist, an Agnos-
tic, or having an Other religious affiliation). Religion and God are
ubiquitous topics, which suggest that religious affiliation might not
moderate the hypothesized effects. However, because Christians
(vs. Atheists/Agnostics/Others) have a stronger and deeper iden-
tification with God, regardless of how God is represented, religious
affiliation might moderate the effects, with Christian primed with
God exhibiting a stronger effect on both persistence and anxious-
ness.
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METHOD
Participants

Participants were 62 undergraduate (24 males and 38 females) rang-
ing in age from 17 to 22 years (M = 19.60; SD = 1.25). The majority
of participants were White (55), four participants were Asian, two
were Hispanic, and one was an African American. Thirty-three par-
ticipants reported that they were Christian and twenty-nine partici-
pants reported that they were non-Christian (Atheist = 12; Agnostic
= 10; Other = 7; see below for a description of the creation of the
“other” category).

Procedure

Participants were gathered through a mass e-mail system. Interest-
ed participants were asked to respond to a questionnaire containing
various demographics information (e.g., year in college, hometown,
major, age, etc.). Embedded into this message was a subtle question
asking if the potential participant was a Christian or Atheist. Be-
cause we were interested in the effect of priming God-related con-
cepts in participants who did and did not believe in God, we only
invited participants who reported being a Christian or an Atheist,
Agnostic, or Other (a non-deity based religion like Buddhism).
Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were told that they
were taking part in a study on personality, emotion, and informa-
tion processing. Participants were first asked to complete a series of
pretest measures. These measures used a continuous scale and the
mouse cursor. The scale was a white bar on a computer screen that
measured 900 pixels in width using a screen resolution of 1024 x
768 pixels. This scale gave us a 900-point measurement. Participants
were asked to use this scale to rate how relaxed (left endpoint) or
anxious (right endpoint) they currently felt by clicking the mouse
button while the cursor was somewhere on the white bar. This visu-
al-analog measurement is often used when measuring state anxiety
at multiple times in the same session. For example, MacLeod, Ru-
therford, Campbell, Ebsworthy, and Holker (2002) used an identi-
cal scale (including the same endpoints) to assess anxiousness in
response to a cognitive training task. One-item measures of state
anxiety have been shown to strongly correlate (.78) with the state
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form of the Spielberger State Trait Anxiety Inventory, one of the
most commonly used measures of state anxiety (Davey, Barratt, Bu-
tow, & Deeks, 2007). In order to mask the importance of anxious
feelings, participants also completed questions that asked about
their perception of the room temperature and their current level of
sleepiness using this same response format.

After completing these measures, participants were given the
priming task. They were asked to use four of five words to form a
complete English sentence in 10 trials. In the neutral prime condi-
tion, none of the scrambled words included God-related concepts
(e.g., “treat I today it bought” becomes “I bought it today”). In the
God-related prime condition, half of the sentences contained a God
concept (spirit, divine, God, sacred, prophets). For example, par-
ticipants were asked to unscramble “dessert divine was fork the”
into a complete four-word sentence, with the correct sentence being
“the dessert was divine.” These scrambled sentences were identical
to the ones used by Shariff and Norenzayan (2007), who used them
to examine God-related primes and prosocial behavior. The list of
scrambled sentences is shown in the appendix.

After the priming task, participants completed a stressful anagram
task. Participants were told they would be completing a verbal in-
telligence task, and that their scores would be compared to other
students at Gettysburg College. This cover story was used to induce
stress. The task involved ten anagrams, and participants were told
that every anagram was solvable, however, only four of the ten were
actually solvable (solvable: tnkoe/token, yncfa/fancy, ruchs/crush,
drnba/brand; unsolvable: padus, alavt, dbhoc, vaofea, kylix, malae;
taken from Smith, Kass, Rotunda, & Scheider, 2006). The unsolvable
anagram paradigm has been used to examine participants” anxious
response to and persistence on a difficult task (e.g., MacLeod et al.,
2002; Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998). Participants were told
they could take as much time as needed to complete the anagram
task but could stop at any point to continue on to the remainder of
the study. The maximum time given was 20 minutes (only one par-
ticipant used the entire time available).

After the anagram task, participants completed posttest measures
that were the same as the pretest measures (e.g., anxiousness, tem-
perature, and sleepiness). They then completed two scales that we
used to examine individual differences in belief in God and religious
involvement. The first scale was the Nearness to God Scale, which
has six items that tap a person’s belief in God (e.g., God is very real
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to me; God exists in all of us; Gorsuch & Smith, 1983). The items
are answered using a four-point scale (1 = strong disagreement; 4 =
strong agreement). The second scale was the personal faith subscale
of the Religious Involvement Inventory (Hilty & Morgan, 1985).
This scale has 14 items that tap a person’s frequency of engaging in
religious activities (e.g., How often do you pray privately in places
other than church?; When you have a decision to make in your ev-
eryday life, how often do you try to find out what God wants you to
do?). The items were answered using a five-point scale (1 = never; 2
= seldom; 3 = sometimes; 4 = frequently; 5 = always). We included
these two scales to ensure that there was a difference in belief in
God and religious involvement between participants that we cat-
egorized as Christians versus Atheists/Agnostics/Other. We also
believed that scores on these scales could serve as another way to
operationalize religious affiliation.

After completing these scales, participants reported their categor-
ical religious affiliation, being able to choose between, Christian,
Jewish, Islam, Atheist, Agnostic, or Other. This second report of re-
ligion (e-mail was the first report) was used in the analyses reported
below as the measure of religious affiliation. None of the partici-
pants selected Jewish or Islam, and those reporting Atheist, Agnos-
tic, and Other were grouped together. We grouped participants who
selected other (seven participants) into the non-Christian category
because we assumed these individuals did not practice a religion
with a God-like figure (i.e., they may have been Buddhists). Partici-
pants were then probed for suspicion using a funneled procedure,
in which they were first asked about their impression of the study,
followed by what they thought was the purpose of the study, and
then whether they thought any of the tasks were connected (and
if so, how). Finally, participants were debriefed and given $10 for
their participation.

RESULTS

One participant was deleted from the analysis due to a computer er-
ror (i.e., the computer program crashed during data collection). We
also deleted one participant from the analysis due to suspicion. We
defined suspicion as any mention that the priming task was meant
to create religious or God-related thoughts or that the priming task
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was meant to affect behavior on the anagram task. This left us with
a total sample of 60 participants.

Preliminary Analyses

We computed means for each participant for time spent on the ana-
gram task (in minutes) and their reports of pre- and post-anxious-
ness. The time spent on the anagram task had a strong positive skew
so we performed a square-root transformation on the raw times,
which reduced the skew. We used these transformed means in our
analyses, and we report the results in both raw and transformed
formats.

We first sought to ensure that pre-anxiousness scores did not dif-
fer between participants randomly assigned to the two priming
conditions. We used an independent samples t-test to examine pre-
anxiety scores by prime type (God related or non-God related). The
difference in pre-anxiousness was not significant, t (1, 58) = 1.26, p
=.21.

Next, we sought to verify that participants believed the anagram
task was stressful. We used a paired-samples t-test to determine if
post-anxiousness scores were higher than pre-anxiousness scores.
The anagram task did make participants feel more anxious as post-
anxiousness scores were higher (M = 415.55; SD = 194.72) than pre-
anxiousness scores (M = 286.52; SD =224.10), t (59) =4.42, p < .001, d
= .57. Furthermore, the correlation between pre- and post-anxious-
ness scores was significant, as would be expected if the measure is
reliable,  (58) = .42, p < .001.

To determine if the participants we assigned as Christians versus
Atheists/ Agnostics/Other differed in their belief in God, we com-
puted the mean of the six belief-in-God items for each participant (o
=.93). We then used an independent samples t-test to determine if
these two groups differed in their belief in God. We found a signifi-
cant difference, t (58) = 7.09, p <.001, d = 1.30, indicating that Chris-
tians reported a stronger belief in God (M = 3.07; SD = .72) than
Atheists/Agnostics/Others (M = 1.73; SD = .74). We next computed
the mean for the 14 items of the Religious Involvement Scale (o =
.94). We then used an independent samples t-test to determine if
these two groups differed in their religious involvement. We found
a significant difference, t (58) = 4.11, p <.001, d = 1.40, indicating that
Christians reported more frequent involvement in religious activi-
ties (M =2.60; SD = .95) than Atheists/Agnostics/Others (M = 1.76;
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SD = .58). Both of these effects confirm that participants we assigned
to the religious affiliation categories had a strong difference (i.e.,
large effect sizes) in their belief in God and religious involvement.

Main Analyses

The means and standard deviations for the dependent variables are
shown in Table 1 and the results of the main analyses are shown in
Table 2. To determine if prime type and religious affiliation affected
task persistence, we performed a 2 (prime type: God-related or neu-
tral) x 2 (religious affiliation: Christian or Atheist/Agnostic/Other)
analysis of variance (ANOVA) on the transformed times spent on
the anagram task. We found a significant main effect of prime type,
F(1,56) =4.42,p = .04, n, >= .07, which revealed that participants re-
ceiving the God- related prime spent more minutes on the anagram
task (raw data: M = 9.18 minutes; SD = 3.77 minutes; transformed
data: M = 2.97; SD = .60) than participants receiving the neutral
prime (raw data: M = 7.28 minutes; SD = 3.80 minutes; transformed
data: M = 2.61; SD = .68). The main effect of religious affiliation and
the interaction between prime type and religious affiliation were
not significant, Fs < 1.

To determine if prime type and religious affiliation affected anx-
iousness reports, we performed a 2 (prime type: God-related or neu-
tral) x 2 (religious affiliation: Christian or Atheist/Agnostic/Other)
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) on post-anxiousness scores using
the pre-anxiousness score as a covariate. A significant main effect of
prime type was again found, F (1, 55) = 5.22, p = .026, n =.09, which
revealed that post-anxiousness scores (adjusted for pre anxiousness
scores) of participants receiving the God-related primes were high-
er (M = 469.15; SD = 252.67) than participants receiving the neutral
primes (M = 364.76; SD = 244.39). Again, the main effect of religious
affiliation and the interaction between prime type and religious af-
filiation were not significant, Fs < 1.

An alternative way of performing the main analyses is to use
scores on the Nearness to God Scale and the Religious Involvement
Scale as measures of religious affiliation instead of the categorical
groups we created. These continuous measures might better tap in-
dividual differences in religiosity and belief in God. We performed
identical analyses to what was described in the results section us-
ing Nearness to God and Religious Involvement as the religiosity
measures. We performed one ANOVA (task persistence) and one
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TABLE 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Time Spent on the Anagram Task
and Post-Anxiousness (Adjusted for Pre-Anxiousness) as a Function of Prime Type

Anagram Task Anagram Task Post-Anxiousness
Prime Type (Minutes) (Transformed Means) (0 to 900 scale)
Neutral 7.28 (3.80) 2.61 (.68) 364.76 (244.39)
God-Related 9.18 (3.77) 2.97 (.60) 469.15 (252.67)

ANCOVA (anxiousness) with each measure. In all cases, we found
identical results. That is, the main effect of prime type was signifi-
cant, but the main effect of religiosity and the interaction between
prime type and religiosity were nonsignificant (all Fs < 1). Thus,
religiosity, defined in multiple ways, did not affect task persistence
or anxiousness as either a main effect or moderator.

Our final set of analyses was recommended by a reviewer. First,
we correlated post-anxiousness scores with task persistence, and
found a nonsignificant relationship, r (58) = .04, p = .79. Next, we
determined if pre-anxiousness interacted with prime type and reli-
gious affiliation in predicting task persistence or post-anxiousness.
We found that pre-anxiousness scores did not interact with prime
type and/or religious affiliation in predicting post-anxiousness or
task persistence, all interaction ps > .10.

DISCUSSION

The current research used an experimental design to examine how
God-related primes affect anxiety and task persistence in Christians
and non-Christians. We hypothesized that if God-related thoughts
decrease anxious feelings during a stressful situation, then partici-
pants primed with God-related (versus non-God related) concepts
should persist longer on a stressful anagram task and report feeling
less anxious after completing it. However, if thoughts about God
increase anxious feelings during a stressful situation, then partici-
pants primed with God-related (versus non-God related) concepts
should persist longer on a stressful anagram task and report feel-
ing more anxious feelings after completing it. Furthermore, because
Christians likely have a deeper understanding and relationship
with God, regardless of how God is viewed, religious affiliation
might moderate any effect of prime type.
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TABLE 2. Results of the Main Analyses

Anagram Task Post-Anxiousness (using
Effect (using Transformed Scores)  Pre-Anxiousness as a Covariate)
God-Related Prime F(1,56)=4.42, p=.04 F(1,55)=5.22, p=.026
Religious Affiliation F<1 F<1
God-Related Prime by F<1 F<1

Religious Affiliation

Our results support the hypothesis that experimentally induced
God-related thoughts seem to increase performance concerns and
anxious feelings. We found that participants primed with God-
related concepts spent more time on a stressful anagram task and
reported feeling more anxious after completing it. We did not find
a significant main effect of religious affiliation or an interaction be-
tween prime type and religious affiliation on either time spent on
the anagram task or anxiousness scores. Below, we consider some
implications of these findings.

GOD IS WATCHING?

The Religious Involvement Scale (Hilty & Morgan, 1985) and the
Nearness to God scale (Gorsuch & Smith, 1983) indicated that
Christians displayed a much higher religious involvement and be-
lief in God compared to the Atheist/Agnostic/Other group. Thus,
we conclude that the nonsignificant main effect of religious affilia-
tion and its interaction with prime type cannot be due to a lack of
difference between our predefined religious groups at least when
considering belief in God and religious involvement.

What can be deduced is that while there was a difference in the
two groups’ beliefs, those beliefs did not play a role in their per-
sistence on the anagram task or the anxiousness it created; God-
related primes affected both groups in the same manner, a finding
that mirrors research with similar designs (Randolph-Seng & Niel-
son, 2007; Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007). Past research on the relation
between religion and anxiety has been somewhat mixed (Koenig
et al., 2001; Shreve-Neiger & Edelstein, 2004), but our experimental
design seems to suggest that God-related thoughts increase anxiety
when participants engage in a stressful task. We note, though, that
while one-item measures of anxiety like the one we used have been
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shown to be valid (e.g., Davey et al., 2007), it is also the case that
anxiety correlates with negative affect (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988). Although we contend that God-related primes increased anx-
iety, it would be useful to determine if such primes increase anxiety
independently of more general forms of negative affect.

While our study does not offer a definitive mechanism for why
God-related thoughts increased anxiousness, one possibility might
be that such thoughts created a sense of being watched, which may
have caused participants to work harder on the anagram task and
feel more anxious about their performance. God can be viewed as
an authority figure (Kirkpatrick, 2005), which could cause people to
think and behave differently when being reminded of him /her. Our
research adds to the small, but growing body of data that suggests
supernatural primes affect the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of
individuals, at times regardless of their religious affiliation (Bering
et al., 2005; Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007). We recognize, however,
that people have different representations of God, with some people
viewing God as a caring and benevolent figure while others view
God as a dominant and punishing entity (Kirkpatrick, 2005; Spilka
et al., 2003). Future research should consider this individual differ-
ence variable as a potential moderator of God-related priming.

Although a “watcher” explanation is possible, other explanations
should be considered. Even if God-related primes caused partici-
pants to feel as though they were being watched, there might not
be anything special about God. As already suggested, God can
be viewed as an authoritarian figure (DesCamp & Sweetser, 2005;
Kirkpatrick, 2005). Furthermore, people do believe that God is pow-
erful (Meier, Hauser, Robinson, Friesen, & Schjeldahl, 2007). There-
fore, it might be that our manipulation caused participants to have
thoughts related to authority, which might have made them more
anxious and persistent. If this was the case, we might expect similar
findings when using primes related to father, boss, or professor. Fu-
ture research will be necessary to examine this contention.

Another possible explanation might be that God-related primes
affected participants” work ethic or more basic religious thoughts.
In general terms, Christianity, God, and religion seem to be associ-
ated with an ideal that values hard work (Furnham, 1990). Thus,
the God-related primes may have activated this type of work ethic
or belief, causing participants to persist longer than participants
primed with neutral concepts, but also to feel more anxious about
the task (because many anagrams were unsolvable). This possibil-
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ity could have been exaggerated because of the God-related primes
we chose to use. We selected the same God-related primes used in
past research (Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007), but we recognize that
some of those primes (e.g., spirit) are related to religion in general
rather than God per se. We used such primes because we believed
that using only God-related words (e.g., God, Almighty, Creator,
etc.) would have created an excessive level of suspicion in our par-
ticipants. Although it would be quite difficult to activate or prime
a God concept independent of a religion concept, future research
could determine the extent to which God-related primes activate
God versus religious thoughts, which would allow for a more pre-
cise determination of the mechanism involved. This work might
consider more specific priming techniques (e.g., subliminal prim-
ing) that focus more clearly on a God concept.

Although the above caveats are apparent, and additional research
will be necessary to determine the exact mechanism or mechanisms
involved, the current study is significant as it shows that an experi-
mental manipulation can be used to examine the relation between
religiosity and anxiety and that God-related primes affect Christians
and non-Christians in a similar manner.

RELIGIOSITY AND ANXIETY

Our research suggests that priming God-related thoughts does not
appear to have a beneficial effect upon Christians. If this had been
the case, we should have found an effect of religious affiliation, and
Christians” anxiousness scores would have decreased as opposed to
increased when exposed to the God-related primes.

Why would religious affiliation fail to interact with prime type?
One reason might be due to our reliance on an in-vivo design. Much
of the past research on religiosity and anxiety has been correla-
tional in nature with retrospective reports. The current study, how-
ever, used an experimental procedure to manipulate God-related
thoughts before participants engaged in a stressful task. Thus, it is
possible that a strong situation (i.e., the verbal intelligence task) di-
minished the effect of individual differences (i.e., religious involve-
ment and belief in God).

It could also be the case that there is a significant difference be-
tween being primed with God-related concepts and engaging in
more naturalistic religious-like behavior such as self-talk or prayer.
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God-related thoughts may not be what initiates coping, but prayer
might (Spilka et al., 2003). It would be telling to examine what effect
self-talk or prayer might have on people’s anxiousness after engag-
ing in a stressful task. In this situation, it is possible that Atheists/
Agnostics/Others would benefit less from the effect of prayer due to
their lack of a belief in God. Interestingly, however, one might also
predict, based on the current findings that Atheists / Agnostics/Oth-
ers would benefit (in terms of anxiety reduction) from such prayer.
After all, most people know that some individuals pray to God for
help (Spilka et al., 2003). Thus, prayer, like God-related thoughts,
could affect people in general, regardless of their religious beliefs.

CONCLUSION

We used an experimental design to examine how God-related
thoughts affect anxiousness and persistence. We found that God-
related primes affected anxiousness and persistence, but those ef-
fects were independent of religious affiliation. When primed with
God-related concepts, participants persisted longer on a task, but
also felt more anxious afterwards, regardless of religious affilia-
tion. One possible explanation suggests that such effects are due to
participants feeling as though God is “watching,” but alternative
explanations are possible (e.g., the influence of authority-related
concepts). While our study reveals that experimental examinations
of religiosity and anxiety are viable, the important conclusion is
that God-related thoughts, regardless of religious affiliation, seem
to increase persistence and anxious feelings when participants are
placed in a stressful situation. Thus, Christians and Atheists might
have more in common than they think, even if their fundamental
beliefs are different.
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APPENDIX
God-Related Priming Sentences

1. felt she eradicate spirit the

2. dessert divine was fork the

. appreciated presence was imagine her
. more paper it once do

.send I over it mailed

. evil thanks give God to

. yesterday it finished track he

. sacred was book refer the

. reveal the future simple prophets

10. prepared somewhat I was retired

O 00 N ON U1 = W

Neutral Priming Sentences

1. fall was worried she always

2. shoes give replace old the

3. retrace good have day a

4. more paper it once do

5. send I over it mailed

6. saw hammer he the train

7. yesterday it finished track he

8. sky the seamless blue is

9. treat I today it bought

10. prepared somewhat I was retired
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