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Changes in Clients’ Images of God Over
the Course of Outpatient Therapy

Sharon E. Cheston, Ralph L. Piedmont, Beverly Eanes, and Lynn
Patrice Lavin

The authors examined the impact of outpatient counseling on clients’
psyehologleal symptoms ond on thelr imoge of God, Thirty participonts
in o counseling freatment group and &8 participants in o no-traat-
meant control group complated the Bret Symplom Irvventory and the
Adjeciive Checklisl al 2 separale times. Counseled poilicipants experi-
enced significant reductions of psychological symploms over the course
ol heatment whereas the control group showed no changes. Further-
more, atings of God's ogreeotieness significantly increased (loward com-
passion) for clents in the treatmant group, wheraos no such changes
ware noted for the control group,

eology and psychology have similar goals for human health and well-

being. Both propose that a person live to her or his fullest poten-

tial by developing self-understanding. Theologians inclucle understandling
God as a part of this human development potential.

Personal development of the self also constitutes development of the experience of God:
loss of seli-identity is also a loss of the experience of God. These are two aspects of one
and the same history of experience. (E. Johnson, 1992, p. (5] :

Historically, however, theology and psychology have been alienated from
one another. Freud fueled this schism, maintaining that religion was the uni-
versal neurosis that relieved individuals’ sense of helplessness by relying on
an invented exalted father figure (Freud, 1913/1953). Theologians "-"'"-"-'-"-fd
psychology as anti-God, and psychologists viewed theologians as lacking in
scientific understanding (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996). Sev-
eral theorists challenged Freud's views, resulting in the alienation of psy-
chology and theology (Allport, 1950; Fairbairn, 1952; Guntrip, 1949, 1953,
1956: Rizzuto, 1979; Winnicott, 1958, 1971}, Others continued to work toward
understanding the integration of religion and psychology despite the diverse
views regarding its importance (Hall, 1904; James, 1902/1985; Jung, 1938).

Recently, there has been a renewal of interest in recognizing the impor-
tance and impact of spirituality and religious faith on human duveinpme!ﬂ,
mental disorders, and treatment. Both the American Psychological Associa-
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tion (1992) and the American Counseling Association (1995; Council for Ac-
creditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs [CACREP],
2001) have embraced religion and spirituality as a diversily issue, thus requir-
ing practitioners to attend Lo the significance of religious and spiritual con-
cerns in understanding and treating clients. In 1994, the American Psy chiatric
Assaciation’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edi-
tion (25M-1V} included the diagnosis “Religious or Spiritual Problem® in its
section on the conditions that may be a focus of clinical attention.

The research of mental health professionals has supported the view that
counseling and psychotherapy reduce the symptoms of mental disorders
(Crissom, 199; Lambert & Cattani-Thompson, 1996; Lipsey & Wilson, 1993).
Grissom's analysis indicated that, in general, therapy was much better
than no treatment and better than a placebo. While some researchers were
considering whether psychotherapy was effective, others were examining
whether there are correlations between a person’s image of self and his or
her perceptions of God. Spilka (1964), an early pioneer in a factor-analyti-
cal approach to the study of God representations, provided evidence that
linked levels of self-esteem with perceptions of God. Individuals with high
levels of self-esteem and self-acceptance held images of God that were
positive, close, personal, and accepting. Low levels of self-esteem were as-
sociated with more wrathful, controlling, and distant images of God ({Benson
& Spilka, 1973; Spilka, 1964). Other researchers also observed that a high
self-valuation or self-acceptance was consistent with holding positive im-
ages of God or an accepting deity who is involved in human affairs {Chartier
& Goehner, 1976; Ellzey, 1961; Jolley & Taulbee, 1986; Luther, 1980; Spilka,
Addison, & Rosensohn, 1975).

In connecting clinical research and changes in image of God, investigators
began assessing whether there were differences between clinical and nonclinical
samples. For example, Morgan (1979) demonstrated that patients viewed God
as more dominant and viewed themselves as more hostile than did nonpatients.
Another study of hospitalized patients reported less change in their negative
views of God and others than did nonpatients {(Abrahamson, 1978).

Sexual abuse, depression, and trauma have been linked to image of God
{Carroll, 1992; Corzo, 1981; W. B, Johnson & Eastburg, 1992; Kane, Cheston,
& Greer, 1993). Piedmont, Williams, and Ciarrocchi (1997) found that images
of God were significantly related to self-personality, with levels of emotional
distress, rigidity, and antagonism linked with more negative images of God.
The images of God in Piedmont el al.'s (1997) sample seemed to mirror indi-
viduals' internal self-perceptions, An individual’s image of God is more than
simply a demographic or cultural variable; that image seems to have impor-
tant psychosocial and emotional correlates. Such interrelatedness suggests
that individuals’ image of God should be incorporated in counseling.

Richards and Bergin (1997) cited two reasons that therapists should seek
to understand how their clients perceive or visualize God. First, if clients
have low self-esteem and perceive God to be harsh, vengeful, and imper-
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sonal, then spiritual interventions that enable them to personally feel God's
love and support could have powerful healing effects on their sense of sell-
esteem and worth. Second, insight into a client’s God image and how it is
related to the client’s image of self, parents, and significant others gives the
therapist a more complete understanding of the client's internalized object
relations and, thus, potentially more leverage for promoting therapeutic
change (Richards & Potts, 1995).

Few empirical studies have explored the effect that psychotherapy may
have on clients’ images of God. Tisdale et al. (1997) explored the impact of
inpatient treatment on the God image and personal adjustment of 99 evan-
gelical Christians whose predominant diagnosis was major depression. The
study continued to follow the patients in outpatient treatment. The authors
found that inpatient treatment had a significant positive effect on the pa-
tients’ personal adjustment and image of God. The improvement that was
noted in the inpatient setting was maintained during outpatient treatment,
but no further improvement occurred.

Our study investigated whether clients’ images of God would change over
the course of outpatient psychotherapy. Regardless of whether the treat-
ment focuses on spiritual / religious issues, do decreases in emotional symp-
toms correspond Lo positive changes in individuals’ images of God? We
expected that patients who were in treatment would show significant shifts
in image of God over time in comparison to a no-treatment control group.
We also hypothesized that these changes would be significantly related to
changes in counselor ratings of clients’ symptoms as well as emotional and
spiritual growth.

Method

Participants

Atotal of 98 individuals, ranging in age from 20 through 80 years (M = 47,
5D = 14), participated in the study. Participants in the treatment group, 7 men
and 23 women, were recruited when they began psychotherapy. Clinicians of
the treatment group were conlacted through national professional acquaintan-
ces, and they represented the professional counseling, pastoral counseling, and
peycholopy professions, All clinicians who volunteered were included in the
study. Clinicians were advised of the project and were asked to approach their
clients about participating in the study. For the treatment group, the clinicians
distributed packets of instruments to their clients who agreed to participate in
the study. One hundred fifty packets were distributed to approximately 30 cli-
nicians. Of the 150 packets, 43 potential treatment group participants returmed
packets. OF the 43 who completed the packels for the first measurement, 30
participants completed the packet of instruments for both measurement phases.

The control group consisted of 68 individuals {15 men and 53 women) who
were recruited through professional and personal contacts. One hundred
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packets were distributed to potential control group participants, In the first
measurement phase, 72 individuals returned the packets; in the second
measurement phase, 68 individuals returned packets.

IFor the control group, a demographic questionnaire was used to determine
whether individuals were currently in counseling, psychotherapy, or spiri-
tual direction. If they reported affirmatively, they were excluded from the
control group and were not recruited for the treatment group. Two possible
control group members were questioned and excluded before they completed
the packets. Two individuals completed the packets and were then excluded,
resulting in a final total of 68 members of the control group.

Measures

Adjective Checklist (ACL). Developed by Gough and Heilbrum (1983), this in-
strument consists of 300 adjectives [rom which individuals select the ones that
they view as most descriptive, Using a panel of experts familiar with the five-
lactor model of personality, John (1990) created adjective marker scales for each
dimension of the five-factor model by having these experts identify ACL items
that are representative of each dimension. The following labels have been given
to the five factors (Costa & McCrae, 1985); Meuroticism (an individual’s ten-
dency to experience negative affect such as anxiety, depression, and hostility),
Extraversion (which reflects the quantity and intensity of one’s interpersonal
interactions), Openness to Experience (the proactive seeking and appreciation
of new experiences), Agreeableness (the quality of one’s interpersonal interac-
tions on a continuum from compassion to antagonism, and Conscientiousness
(the persistence, organization, and motivation exhibited in goal-directed be-
haviors). These rational judgments have been supported by empirical analyses
that demonstrated both the convergence of these markers with other measures
of the five-factor model (McCrae, 1990) and with relevant scales from the ACL
(IMiedmont, McCrae, & Costa, 1991).

The ACL was used to determine participants’ perceptions of God across these
personality dimensions. Participants were given the following instructions for
completing the ACL:

Whao is God? Who do you feel this being is? Based on your understandings and /or
experiences, whal kinds of FL‘IEHII“I images do you hald of this being? We are inter-
ested in knowing what qualities and dispositions you associate with your imﬁEcs of
Guod. The following form containg 300 adjectives that can be used to describe an
individual’s personality. Read through the list and check all those adjectives you feel
would describe your images of God, Work quickly; your first guess is your best,

To score responses, self-reported normative values for the five-factor di-
mensions were used (Piedmont, 1989).

Brief Symptom Inventory. Developed by Derogatis (1993), this 53-item,
self-report inventory was designed to capture psychological symptom pal-
terns across nine primary, clinically relevant dimensions and three global
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indexes. These nine dimensions are Somatization (distress arising from
perceptions of bodily dysfunction), Obsessive vCurn}misive ql‘,thm_:gl_\ts, feel-
ings, and actions that are experienced as unremitting and irresistible and
of an unwanted nature), Interpersonal Sensitivity (feelings of personal
inadequacy and inferiority), Depression (dysphoric mood and afhr:t:l}l,
Anxiety (nervousness, tension, panic attacks, and drr_-mli]', [—_Irr%uhlly
(thoughts, feelings, or actions characteristic of anger, aggression, ir ritabil-
ity, rage, and resentment), Phobic Anxiety (persistent fear response that is
irrational and disproportionate to the stimulus), Paranoid Ideation (dis-
ordered thinking, including hostility, suspiciousness, and gmndlﬂsily}, ﬂ.mj
'sychoticism (a graduated continuum from mild intu::pursnuni uhm'inlmu
to dramatic psychosis). The global index used in this study, the Global
Severity Index, combines information concerning the number of symp-
toms reported with the intensity of perceived stress. k

The Derogatis Psychintric Rating Seale (DPRS). Developed by Derogatis (1978),
the DPRS is an 18-item psychiatric rating scale that was designed to :Iutlur—
mine the therapist’s assessments of clients’ symptoms. The scale |:I::rnl.mns
17 symptom dimensions and a Global Pathology Index. The therapist rates
the clients’ intensity of symptoms on a Likert-type scale from O (absent) to 6
{extreme). The Global Pathology Index (GP1) provides an overall assessment
of pathology on a 0 (absent) to 8 (extreme) Likert-type scale. Perconte :ujd
Griger (1991) showed that the DPRS successfully discriminated among ch!n
ferent types of treatment responses in Vietnam veterans who had been Lill'
agnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder. Counselors completed this
instrument on each client at both pre- and postireatment.

Counselor Treatment Ratings. At the end of treatment, counselors rated each
client according to how much emotional and spiritual growth they helilevcd
the client had experienced. These ratings were made on a 7-point Likert-
lype scale: 1 = o growth and 7 = significant sroroth,

Procedure

All participants were measured at two separate times. For the treatment
group, the first measurement occurred within the first 4 weeks of cuulnsul-
ing. Clients were asked to complete the instruments in their packets (i.e., a
demographic questionnaire, the ACL, the BSI) and to sign an informed con-
sent form. Clinicians were asked to complete a counselor information form
and a DPRS for each of their clients who participated in the study. The sec-
ond measurement occurred at the end of 6 months or at termination (range
= 6-19 months, M = 6.7 months; range = 2-52 sessions, M = 20 sessions),
whichever came last. Clinicians were sent the second measurement packels
alter their clients had been in counseling for 6 months. Despite instructions,
a few clinicians kept the packets and distributed them at the lermination of
counseling. In the second packet, the treatment group received the ACL,
with the aforementioned instructions for describing their perceptions of God,
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and the BSL In the second measurement phase, the clinicians were asked to
complete a DPRS on each of their participating clients and the Counselor
Treatment Ratings, which elicited counselors’ ratings on their clients’ emo-
tional and spiritual growth,

For the control group, initial ratings occurred when a person was con-
tacted and agreed to participale in the study. The packets contained the
same instruments and instruction that were in the treatment group packets,
The second measurement phase occurred 2 to 6 months later (M = 4 months),
and they again provided ratings of their image of God {(using the ACL) and
psychological symptoms (using the BSI).

Results

Demographic Information

There were no differences between the treatment and control groups in
education, culture, marital status, gender, or religiousness. However, there
was a significant age difference; mean age for the treatment group = 39.3
years; mean age for the control group = 50.1 years; H{96) = 3.71, p < .001. On
average, those in the control group had 16 years of education (range, 11-24
years). Thirty individuals (23 women, 7 men) were in the treatment group; 68
individuals (53 women, 15 men) were in the control group. These individuals
received no psychotherapy or spiritual direction during the study.

The therapists who participated in this study were professional counse-
lors, pastoral counselors, and psychologists who used a variety of thera-
peutic approaches. All stated that they had a belief in God or a higher power.
On average, the therapists had practiced professionally for 14 years.

Changes in Symptom Experience

The first analyses attempted to determine the impact of therapy (treatment
va, no treatment) on symptom experiences over time. We focused on the
significant interaction effect between experimental group and time of as-
sessment, in which scores significantly declined over time only for partici-
pants who received treatment. A 2 (psychotherapy vs. control) x 2
(preassessment vs. postassessment) mixed-model multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA) was performed using the nine BSI scales as the de-
pendent variables. A significant interaction emerged, Wilks's lambda = .67,
multivariate F(9, B8) = 4.93, p < .001. The univariate effects indicated sig-
nificant interactions across all nine BSI dimensions. Examination of the pattern
of those interactions revealed the same effect: Scores for the treatment group
declined significantly from prelest to posttest, whereas scores for the con-
trol group remained constant, A significant main effect for experimental
group was also obtained, Wilks's lambda = .68, multivariate F(9, 88) = 4.56,
pr< 001, Examination of the univariate means showed that the treatment group
was significantly higher than the control group on all nine dimensions of
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the BSL. Thus, the therapy group experienced significantly more pﬁ?’rl‘ttﬁllugifill
symptoms than did the control group, and symploms declined significantly
over the course of treatment.

Changes in Image of God

Another 2 x 2 mixed model MANOVA was conducted using the prl:\-"lml.si;,.f
mentioned independent variables but also including, asllhe depe:}dem vari-
ables, the ratings of God on the five personality domains. A main effect of
time of assessment emerged, Wilks's lambda = B3, multivariate F(5, lJll]n e
3,66, pr < 005, indicating signilicant changes in overall imnguiuf Gl mlhlu.;:a
over time. Univariate analyses indicated that ratings of God's Neuroticism
declined over time, F(1, 95) = 7.74, p < .007, and ratings of God's Agreeable-
ness, F(1, 95) = 7.42, p < .008, and Conscientiousness, F(1, 96) = 7.94, p < .01,
increased over time, F(1, 96) = 7.94, p < 0L .

Finally, a significant interaction emerged, Wilks's lambda = 8’9 mullh—
variate F(5, 91) = 3.66, p < .05, This effect indicated that r:hlangles in the im-
age of God were different over time for the two groups. Univariate analyses
indicated effects for image-of-God ratings of Meuroticism, F(1, 95) :.3'5?'
it < 05, and for Agrecableness, F(1, 95) = 9.85, p < .002. Plots nf_ these inter-
active effects showed that ratings of God's Neuroticism declined for the
therapy group, whereas scores remained constant for the control group. For
the Agrecableness of God, scores increased for the treatment group, whereas
the scores of control group participants remained stable over time. )

Individuals in the control group perceived God as being low on Neuroti-
cism and high on Agreeableness, which was a perception of God as being
slow to anger and reluctant to express it when it arises. God was seen as
someone who prefers to forgive and forget and works toward a common
ground in resolving disputes. This image was stable over time for this
group. Treatment group participants, however, developed thlis image over
the course of treatment. Although God was originally perceived as being
low in Meuroticism (scores lower than 45 are consid ered low, whereas those
above 55 are considered high), over time God was seen as more umuliup-
ally stable and robust. However, there was also a signiflir;nnt increase in
ratings of Agreeableness; treatment clients came to experience a more lov-
ing and caring God,

Relating Therapeutic Change to Image of God

To determine if changes in symptom experience could be related to changes
in participants’ images of God, a series of analyses were performed using
only treatment group participants. First, raw change scores were crbhfnqed
for the five image-of-God ratings by subtracting participants’ scores at Time
1 from their scores at Time 2. In a similar manner, raw symptom c‘hanglu
scores were obtained using counselor ratings of clients” symptom experi-
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ence. We believed that correlating these two indices would determine if
shifls in rated symptom experience were related to shifts in participants’
images of God. The only significant correlation was found for the Conscien-
tiousness of God, r(28) = 54, p < .01, indicating that increases in counselor
ratings of symptoms were associated with perceptions of God as being more
competitive, goal oriented, and controlling,

At the end of treatment, counselors rated each client according to how
much emotional and spiritual change the counselor observed during treat-
ment. Participants in the therapy group were divided into high and low
treatment change groups. Changes in participants’ images of God were then
compared. Table 1 presents the results for the emotional change dimen-
sion. Participants who were in the low emotional change group showed
a significant increase in God's rated Extraversion, 1{15) = -2.54, p < .05,
Individuals in the high emotional change group indicated significant
declines in God's rated Neuroticism, {13} = 2.12, p < .05, and Extraversion,
#{13) = 2.60, p < .05, and a significant increase in God's rated Agreeable-
ness, 1(13) = -3.12, p < .01. For the high emotional change group, God was
perceived as becoming more emotionally stable, less assertive, and more
compassionate and loving,. ‘

These analyses were repeated using counselors’ ratings of clients’ spiri-
tual change over the course of treatment, Table 2 presents the results of
these analyses. Individuals in the low spiritual change group evidenced
no significant shifts in their image of God. However, individuals in the
high change group noted a significant increase in God's rated levels of
Apgreeableness, I{17) = -2.89, p < .01). For participants who showed spiri-
tual growth, there was a concomitant increase in perceiving God in a
more loving, compassionate, and caring manner, Thus, changes in the image of
God over treatment were moderated by how much growth was experienced.

TABLE 1

Image of God (I0G) for Clients Grouped by Counselors’ Ratings of
Emotional Growth Over the Course of Treatment

High Emotional Growth Low Emotlonal Growth

10G {(n=14) {n=16)
Dimension  Time 1 Time 2 t Time 1 Time 2 t
Meuraticlsm 47.53 41.28 2.12° 41.24 39.58 0.60
Extraversion 51.91 48,41 2.60° 45,53 48.52 -2.54*
Openness 48.36 50.57 =1.07 51.82 52.14 -0.27
Agreeablenesss  49.70 57.14 -a.12 57.28 58,73 -1.12
Conscientious-

ness 49,53 51.36 =0.85 52.18 55.23 -1.86

‘p= 05 **p < .01, two-lailed.
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TABLE 2

Image of God (10G) for Clients Grouped by Counselors’ Ratings of
Spiritual Growth Over the Course of Treatment

High Spiritual Growth Low Spiritual Growth

{n=18) (n=12)

10G
Dimenslon  Time 1 Time 2 t Time 1 Tima 2 t
Meuroticism 45 .56 40.73 2.m 4210 38.83 0.62
Extraversion 50.07 48,29 1.32 4617 A48.42 =1.33
Opanness 48.50 50,78 =0.69 51.27 52,34 =1.40
Agreeableness 51,93 57.56 -2.89** 56.45 58.63 =117
Consclentious-

Ness 49,83 52.28 -1.35 52.63 55.54 -1.33

o< 01, two-tailed.

Discussion

Does one's psychological status have a direct effect on spiritual well-being,
or does one’s perception of God have a direct impact on psychological well-
being? This chicken-and-egg question has important implications for coun-
selors who are interested in the value of spirituality. Answers to this question
will determine whether spirituality is merely a psychological outcome or if
it is an important contributor to psychological health. If an individual's psy-
chological status has a direct effect on spiritual well-being, then spirituality is
an output of each person’s psychological system. Individuals who are depressed
tend to have disparaging images of not only their lives in general, but of God
in particular (Rizzuto, 1980). If this is true, an individual’s image of God serves
as a marker of more serious psychological issues. However, if one’s perception
of God has a direct effect on psychological well-being, then an individual’s
image of God represents a factor in one's psychological stability, Disturbances
in one's relationship with God may exacerbate or even create psychological
symptoms. Thus, interventions that do not focus on an individual's spiritu-
ality may not be as successful in alleviating the symptoms as treatment that
focuses on spirituality because the client will not be reconeiled with the
higher power object that is central to the presenting problems (Rizzulo, 1980),
Although this study did not directly address the question of causality, it
does show that image of God was related to therapeutic change and as such
may have played a role in that process, Future research could examine changes
in [OG over lime and document the impact such changes may have on vari-
ous psychosocial experiences and outcomes,

Implications for Counseling

This study offers support for E, Jolnson's (1992) theological idea that personal
development of the experience of the self is related to the personal experience
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of God and that these experiences mutually influence each other. Support is
also offered for researchers’ findings that psychotherapeutic change affects
and is affected by spiritual concerns (Benson & Spilka, 1973; Spilka, 1964; Tisdale
etal, 1997). When anindividual makes a decision to enter into the Ij'ﬂ.fmpeut'll:_‘
process, he or she brings the whole person into the therapeutic relationship,
including religious faith and/or personal spirituality. On the basis of our
resulls, we suggest that therapists embrace the diversity stance for spiritual /
religious beliefs that the American Psychological Association (1992) and the
American Counseling Association (1995; CACREP, 2001) propose; we also sug-
gest that therapists become more aware of the impact of spiritual dimension
of clients’ lives and consider using the client’s image of God as a point of dis-
cussion in the therapeutic process, Further, clients in acute distress may feel
vulnerable in their relationship with God. In exploring the sources of distress,
the therapist might reflect with the client on how he or she views God, how the
persen describes his or her relationship with God, and the feelings that are
associated with that view. A client with a view of an antagonistic, uncaring
God has a story to tell that sheds light on the high level of distress as well as on
the evelution of experiences, whether church or personal, that contributed to
such a negative view of God, Our findings suggest that integrating image of
God work into the therapeutic process would be appropriate because of its
potential for predicting psychological well-being over time. Specifically, our
data suggest that images of God and psychological symptoms have some
relationship to one another, especially in the amount of agreeableness, neuroti-
cism, and conscientiousness that clients attribute to God.

Limitations of the Study

Although our data are encouraging for counselors who are interested in
religious/spiritual constructs, some caveats should be mentioned. First,
the treatment group consisted of a relatively small number of participants
and, thus, the many null findings may be the result of low power. Also, 13
clients either dropped out of treatment or failed to return the second packet
and, therefore, did not provide any posttreatment data. Thus, it is not clear
whether the findings are a function of a mortality confound. Third, the
control group was not comparable with the treatment group in terms of
age. The stability in image of God noted for the control group, therefore,
may have been a selection artifact. More longitudinal research using large,
representative samples is recommended. Finally, our data do not clarify
the degree to which spiritual/religious issues were addressed ex plicitly
in the treatment process. Perhaps clients who initiated discussions of spiri-
tual issues experienced more image-of-God change than those who did
not raise such issues. Future research could focus on controlling for the
types of interventions or topics that are covered in treatment. Perhaps a
direct comparison of spiritually oriented versus more secular treatments
is warranted.
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With the advent of the DSM-1V's {American Psychiatric Association, 1994)
new diagnostic category, Religious or Spiritual Problem, therapists should
not only be aware of different spiritual orientations but should also have some
comfort and competence in being able to solicit and therapeutically manage
this type of information. The psychological and spiritual selves of clients may
be integrally connected; thus, when something shifts for one part of the self,
it shifts for another part of the self as well, Although this connection may
be obvious to individuals who embrace a faith in God, the secular field is
much less convinced. These data provide beginning support for the poten-
tially powerful influence that spirituality may have on an individual’s ongoing
psychological growth and healing,
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