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Perfectionism involves a person’s tendency to
value and pursue excellence, to set and adhere
rigidly to extremely high standards, and to

examine outcomes in a highly judgmental and criti-
cal fashion. In the discipline of psychology, perfec-
tionism was first regarded as being one-dimensional,
consisting of a single continuum on which the mag-
nitude of unrealistic expectations and maladaptive
concerns could be assessed (Burns, 1980). More

recent assessment approaches have adopted a multi-
faceted approach in which functional or positive
aspects of perfectionism are distinguished from
those aspects that are dysfunctional or negative
(Frost, Marten, Lahart and Rosenblate, 1990;
Hamachek, 1978; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Hewitt,
Flett, Sherry, Habke, Parkin, Lam, McMurtry, Edi-
ger, Fairlie & Stein, 2003; Hill, Huelsman, Furr,
Kibler, Vicente & Kennedy, 2004; Terry-Short,
Owens, Slade & Dewy, 1995). These approaches
define perfectionism as a complex personality trait,
and while they vary with respect to the number and
labeling of the factors to be assessed, the distinction
between functional (adaptive, positive, healthy) and
dysfunctional (maladaptive, negative, unhealthy) per-
fectionism is a common feature of these approaches.

For example, the model proposed by Frost et al.,
(1990) conceptualizes and assesses perfectionism on
six subscales, using the 35 item Frost Multidimen-
sional Perfectionism Scale: Concern over Mis-
takes; Doubts about Actions; Personal Standards;
Parental Expectations; Parental Criticism; Organiza-
tion. A recent Australian study (Khawaja & Arm-
strong, 2005) provides evidence for a simpler factor
structure and proposes a 24-item version of the scale
that assesses four subscales: Concern over mistakes
and doubts about actions; Parental expectations and
parental criticism; Personal Standards; Organization.
Khawaja and Armstrong (2005) also demonstrate
that these four subscales can be usefully further sim-
plified into a 17-item short version of Frost’s scale
that consists of two fundamental and orthogonal
subscales: Dysfunctional Perfectionism (Concern
over mistakes and doubts about actions; Parental
expectations and parental criticism) and Functional
Perfectionism (Personal Standards; Organization).

This approach (as well as the other similar mod-
els cited above) provides a general multidimensional
model of functional and dysfunctional aspects of
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perfectionism. However, none of these models and
their related measures offers an assessment that is
focused on a highly specific domain such as experi-
ence of dysfunctional perfectionism within religious
or spiritual activities and practices. Recently, it has
been argued that “unhealthy guilt”, a concept strong-
ly associated with dysfunctional perfectionism,
could be a particular vulnerability for religious indi-
viduals (Maltby, 2005). Furthermore, it has long
been proposed that general dysfunctional and irra-
tional perfectionism may be associated with depres-
sion in church members (Bonnell, 1970) and obses-
sion in Evangelical Christians (Gibson, 1983).
Naturally, a strong religious commitment would be
expected to be associated with a strong desire to
achieve religious ideals. However, it is unhelpful
when this striving extends to include strong religious
context-specific dysfunctional perfectionist concerns
such as losing self-respect, experiencing a sense of
shame and guilt, and feeling the pressure of alien-
ation through a social comparison process with
other group members.

Whilst general orientation towards functional per-
fectionism and dysfunctional perfectionism (assessed
broadly across a range of unspecified contexts) are
both relevant to religious activities, the nature of reli-
gious dysfunctional perfectionism is highly context-
specific (involving concerns about falling short of reli-
gious and spiritual ideals and the perceived spiritual
and personal consequences of doing so). In particu-
lar, concerns about fulfilling parental expectations
and avoiding parental criticism in the context of reli-
gious and spiritual activity suggest that the role of
family of origin may be an especially important factor
in any exploration of the determinants of religious
dysfunctional perfectionism.

FAMILY OF ORIGIN AND

DYSFUNCTIONAL PERFECTIONISM

Recent studies using the Frost Multidimension-
al Perfectionism Scale have shown general dysfunc-
tional perfectionism to be correlated with high levels
of parental psychological control (Soenens et al.,
2005a; Soenens et al., 2005b). These findings were
taken to provide support for the hypothesis that
rigid, inflexible, controlling and intrusive parents
provide a form of socialization in which “. . . self-criti-
cal and perfectionistic self- representations are
passed from one generation to the next” (Soenens et
al., 2005a).

Parental control is part of a wider set of family
variables associated with dysfunctional family sys-
tems. A popular model for conceptualizing and
assessing family systems is the Circumplex Model
of Marital and Family Systems (Gorall, Tiesel &
Olson, 2004; Olson & McCubbin, 1990; Olson, Rus-
sell & Sprenkle, 1989; Olson, Sprenkle & Russell,
1979). The model utilizes two primary structural
dimensions—cohesion and flexibility—to define
important system properties of families. Cohesion is
defined as referring to “. . . the emotional bonding
members have toward one another” (Gorall et al.,
2004, p. 5). Cohesion involves how close the family
members feel to each other and how they balance
being together as well as being apart. Extremely high
cohesion is labeled enmeshment and may constitute
an over-identification with the relational system.
Extremely low cohesion is labeled disengagement
and is characterized by weak bonding with and high
autonomy from the relationship. Mid-range cohe-
sion indicates a more balanced structure. Flexibility
is defined as “. . . the amount of change in family lead-
ership, role relationships and relationship rules”
(Gorall et al., 2004, p. 5). Flexibility may range from
extremely low (rigidity—strong resistance to change)
to extremely high (chaos—randomness or change for
the sake of change) with mid-range values indicating
a more balanced structure.

When Olson and his colleagues first formulated
the Circumplex Model they postulated a curvilinear
relationship between cohesion and flexibility and
family functioning, with mid-range levels or balanced
levels of cohesion and flexibility expected to be most
strongly associated with good functioning. Empirical
support for this view was found, particularly in large
non-clinical samples of families (Olson and McCub-
bin, 1990; Robbins, 1993). Craddock (2001) found
that Australian families classified as generally
extreme or unbalanced in their type of family system
were significantly lower in family quality and higher
in family stress than families classified as balanced.
Regression analyses indicated that low family quality
was predicted by disengagement and rigidity, and
high family stress by family chaos. The most recent
version of the model (and its related measures)
employs two subscales to assess balanced flexibility
and balanced cohesion and four extreme subscales
to assess very low and very high levels of flexibility

 



CRADDOCK, CHURCH, HARRISON, and SANDS 207

(rigidity and chaos) and very low and high levels of
cohesion (disengagement and enmeshment). Family
dysfunction has been shown to be associated with
the four extreme subscales and family functionality
to be associated with the two balanced subscales
(Gorall et al., 2004).

As noted earlier, highly inflexible parental con-
trol is strongly related to extreme family rigidity
(parents controlling through being inflexible about
rules and standards) and is a family dynamic that
has been found to be predictive of general dysfunc-
tional perfectionism (Soenens & Elliot, 2005b). Fur-
thermore, it is also possible that control will be high
in enmeshed families (parents controlling through
the processes associated with maintaining intimacy)
and also high in disengaged families (parents con-
trolling using insecurities associated with the pro-
cess of disengagement). However, extreme family
chaos is not likely to be a valued system process for
controlling parents.

The question for the present study is whether this
family control dynamic applies to the prediction of
religious dysfunctional perfectionism in particular
and whether or not this effect exists beyond the
influence of more general aspects of dysfunctional
and functional perfectionism. Thus, the guiding
hypothesis in this study is that, after controlling for
the effects of general functional and dysfunctional
perfectionism, high levels of extreme family rigidity,
enmeshment and disengagement will be uniquely
associated with high levels of religious dysfunctional
perfectionism.

METHOD

Participants

In total, 260 students taking PSYC1001 at an Aus-
tralian university voluntarily participated in the study
for course credit (71% female and 29% male). Their
mean age was 19.08 years and ranged from 17 to 42
years. Of these, 76 (29.2%) identified themselves as
active participants in an organized religion (72%
female and 28% male). It is this religiously active sub-
group that is the focus of the present study since the
assessment of religious dysfunctional perfectionism
is centered on attitudes towards personal perfor-
mance of religious activities. The age characteristics
of the religious subgroup were similar to the full sam-
ple (mean age = 18.70 years; ranging from 17 to 42
years). The religious sub-sample comprised partici-
pants from a variety of religious groups, but was pre-

dominantly Christian: Christian 67%; Buddhist 8%;
Hindu 7%; Jewish 4%; Islamic 3%; Other 11%.

Measures

General Functional and Dysfunctional Perfec-
tionism: The 17-item version of the Frost Multidi-
mensional Perfectionism Scale proposed by
Khawaja and Armstrong (2005) was used to assess
general dysfunctional and functional aspects of per-
fectionism. It consists of 17 statements to which par-
ticipants respond on a Likert scale with responses
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. The internal consistency coefficient for the
dysfunctional subscale (11 items) has been reported
to be 0.91, and for the functional subscale (6 items)
to be 0.89 (Khawaja & Armstrong, 2005). This scale
was included to enable an assessment of the effect of
the family quality variables on the new measure of
religious dysfunctional perfectionism with the
effects of general perfectionism being controlled.

Religious Dysfunctional Perfectionism: The 11
items comprising the measure of general dysfunc-
tional aspects of perfectionism developed by Khawa-
ja and Armstrong (2005) were modified to have as
their focus unhelpful and negative feelings about the
quality of involvement in religious activity. The modi-
fied items are listed in Table 1. The aim was to pro-
duce a modification to an existing and robust mea-
sure rather than develop an entirely new set of items.
A further aim was for the items to be worded in a
way that they were relevant to respondents commit-
ted to any form of religion and engaged in activities
related to that religion. The reliability and factor
structure of these modified items are discussed in
the Results section.

Family of Origin System Qualities: The scale used
was the Flexibility and Cohesion Evaluation
Scale - Version IV (Gorall, Tiesel & Olson, 2004;
Olson & Gorall, 2006) which assesses six family sys-
tem variables: Balanced Cohesion (7 items); Bal-
anced Flexibility (7 items); Disengagement (7 items);
Enmeshment (7 items); Rigidity (7 items); Chaos (7
items). The latter four subscales provide an assess-
ment of extreme family system variables. The scale
uses a Likert response format with responses ranging
from 1 = does not describe our family at all to 5 =
very well describes our family. Raw scores were
converted to percentile scores using norms provided
by the authors of the scale. Internal consistency coef-
ficients reported by Gorrall et al., (2004) indicate
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good reliability: Balanced Cohesion (0.89); Balanced
Adaptability (0.80); Disengagement (0.87); Enmesh-
ment (0.77); Rigidity (0.83); Chaos (0.85).

Social Desirability: In order to assess the tenden-
cy to provide socially approved answers, the short-
ened version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Reynolds, 1982) was adminis-
tered. The scale has 13 items that are responded to
as True or False, as each item relates to the respon-
dent. There is no religious or spiritual content in this
form of the Marlowe-Crowne scale and so there
should be less chance of a confounding between this
measure and the measure of religious dysfunctional
perfectionism. Internal consistency for the scale has
been reported to be 0.76 (Reynolds, 1982).

Procedure

All 260 participants completed the scales assessing
general functional and dysfunctional perfectionism,
family of origin system qualities and social desirability.
Participants who identified themselves as active partic-
ipants in an organized religion also completed the reli-
gious dysfunctional perfectionism items. The order of
the measures was systematically varied to control for
order effects. Testing was done in groups, and all par-
ticipants were anonymous and were free to leave the
session at any time. The following analyses are based
on the religiously active sub-sample (N =  76).

RESULTS

Reliability of the Religious Dysfunctional
Perfectionism Subscale

The alpha coefficient for the 11-item version of
the revised subscale was 0.86 (N = 76) but one of
the items (item 6 in Table 1) was poorly correlated
with the other items (ranging from 0.07 to 0.32).
Furthermore, a principal components factor anal-
ysis revealed a single factor that accounted for
46% of the variance and item 6 was only correlat-
ed 0.33 with that factor. The correlations for the
other 10 items ranged from 0.55 to 0.78. Item 6
was thus eliminated from the final version of the
subscale.

The final 10-item version of the subscale pro-
duced an alpha coefficient of 0.88 (N = 76) and a
principal components factor analysis identified a
single factor that accounted for 50.63% of the
total variance. The factor loadings and commu-
nalities for the 10 items are listed in Table 2. The
10 item RDP subscale scores were correlated .21
(p > .05, 2-tailed) and .41 (p < .05, 2-tailed)
respectively with the functional and dysfunction-
al subscales of the Frost MPS-24. These correla-
tions indicate that religious dysfunctional perfec-
tionism was positively correlated with more
general measures of functional and dysfunctional

TABLE 1
The Initial Item Pool for Religious Dysfunctional Perfectionism (RDP)

1. If I do not set the highest standards for myself in my religious activities, I feel I am likely to end up a second-

rate person.

2. If I fail in my religious activities, I feel am a failure as a person.

3. I feel that I set higher goals in my in my religious activities than most people.

4. If someone performs better in his or her religious activities than I do, I feel like a failure.

5. If I fail partly in my in my religious activities, it is as bad as being a complete failure.

6. Even when I do something very carefully in my in my religious activities, I still often feel that it is

not quite right.

7. I hate being less than the best at in my religious activities.

8. I feel that people will probably think less of me if I make a mistake in my religious activities.

9. If I do not do as well as others in my religious activities, I feel I am an inferior human being.

10. If I do not do well in my religious activities all the time, I feel that people will not respect me.

11. The fewer mistakes I make in my in my religious activities, the more I feel that people will like me.
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perfectionism (more strongly with dysfunctional
aspects of perfectionism, but not so strongly that
the general and religious measures were simply
assessing the same construct). These results indi-
cate that the 10-item version of the RDP sub-
scale has very satisfactory internal consistency
reliability and is a robust measure of a single fac-
tor that may be labeled as religious dysfunctional
perfectionism.

Descriptive statistics and correlations

The descriptive statistics for the individual and
family variables are detailed in Table 3. In general,
there is no evidence of any marked skewness in the
distributions.

Table 4 lists the correlations between the individ-
ual and family variables and the religious dysfunc-
tional perfectionism (RDP) scores. As expected, the
two family balance measures were not significantly

TABLE 2
Factor Loading and Communalities of the 10-item RDP Subscale

RPD 10-item version Factor Loadings Communalities

Item 1 0.73 0.63

Item 2 0.77 0.60

Item 3 0.56 0.61

Item 4 0.63 0.45

Item 5 0.78 0.64

Item 7 0.79 0.65

Item 8 0.71 0.62

Item 9 0.77 0.75

Item 10 0.69 0.67

Item 11 0.66 0.52

TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics for Individual and Family Variables

Variables Mean SD Min-Max N

Individual:

Religious Dysfunctional Perfectionism 16.86 6.65 10-42 76

General Dysfunctional Perfectionism 29.86 6.99 16-46 76

General Functional Perfectionism 22.01 4.30 12-30 76

Social Desirability 5.45 3.06 0-18 76

Family:

Balanced Cohesion 46.49 27.92 5-100 76

Balanced Flexibility 52.03 27.53 2-95 76

Enmeshment 69.26 20.70 27-95 76

Disengagement 57.99 23.62 13-94 76

Rigidity 54.08 27.52 5-98 76

Chaos 56.84 22.77 14-95 76
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correlated with RDP. Family enmeshment, disen-
gagement and rigidity were positively and significant-
ly correlated with RDP. These trends are all consis-
tent with the study’s hypothesis. For comparison,
Table 4 also details the correlations between the
individual and family variables and general dysfunc-
tional perfectionism (GDP) and general functional
perfectionism (GFP). Family balance scores were not
significantly and positively correlated with either of
the general measures. Significant positive correla-
tions included: Family rigidity with both GDP and
GFP, extreme disengagement with GDP and family
enmeshment with GFP. Gender was not correlated
with RDP and GDP, but females were more likely to
score higher on GFP than males.

Predictors of Religious Dysfunctional
Perfectionism

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was
used to examine the family system quality predic-
tors of RDP using GFP and GDP as controls.
Since extreme family enmeshment, disengage-
ment and rigidity were significantly correlated
with RDP these were used as predictor variables in
the regression analysis. Family chaos was not
included in the analysis since it was uncorrelated

(as expected) with RDP. Gender and social desir-
ability were not significantly correlated with RDP,
or with any of the predictor variables (see Table 5)
and hence these were not included as predictors
in the regression analysis. There was no indication
of any problem of collinearity among the set of
predictor variables associated with the study’s
hypotheses (see Table 5) since none of the correla-
tions exceeded 0.60.

Table 6 provides the results of a hierarchical
multiple regression analysis in which individual
predictors (GFP and GDP) of RDP were entered
at the first step and the family system quality pre-
dictors (extreme family disengagement, enmesh-
ment and rigidity) were entered at the second
step. The results indicate that, at the first step,
GFP and GDP together explained 18% of the vari-
ance in RDP.  GDP alone emerged as a significant
independent predictor of RDP. After entering the
3 extreme family variables at the second step, sig-
nificant additional variance was explained (a fur-
ther 18%). Family rigidity was a significant inde-
pendent predictor of high RDP when all other
variables were controlled.  Overall, the full set of
predictor variables accounted for 36% of the vari-
ance in RDP.

TABLE 4
Correlations Between Individual and Family Variables and Perfectionism (N=76)

Religious General General
Variables Dysfunctional Dysfunctional Functional

Perfectionism Perfectionism Perfectionism

Individual:

Gender (0=M, 1=F) .01 .12 .24*

Social Desirability -.12 -.31* .06

Family:

Balanced Cohesion -.12 -.24* .13

Balanced Adaptability -.09 -.16 .15

Enmeshment .36* .14 .32*

Disengagement .25* .31* -.03

Rigidity .52* .29* .28*

Chaos .05 -.02 -.04

* p < .05 (two-tailed). 
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DISCUSSION

The results supported the study’s hypothesis.
Zero-order correlations showed that RDP was
correlated positively with family rigidity, family
enmeshment and family disengagement. The mul-
tiple regression analyses indicated that these fami-
ly variables together explained a significant pro-
portion of the variance in RDP (18%) even when
the effects of more general aspects of perfection-
ism are taken into account. After controlling all
other variables the two significant independent
predictors of RDP that emerged were GDP and

extreme family rigidity. As outlined earlier, the
relationship between rigid-controlling family qual-
ities and GDP has been found in previous studies,
but the results of the present study show that this
effect can also be found using a context-sensitive
measure of RDP in a sample of active religious
participants. Furthermore, the effect of family
rigidity on RDP remains even when the effect of
GDP is controlled. The family system quality vari-
ables added further information to the explana-
tion of RDP over and above the general contribu-
tion of GDP and GFP, and provide some insight

TABLE 5
Correlations Between Potential Predictor Variables  (N=76)

Variables SD EN DI RI CH GE 

Social Desirability SD) -.06 -.20 -.09 -.13 -.03

Enmeshment (EN) .21 .45* .07 .01

Disengagement (DI) .37* .41* -.21

Rigidity (RI) -.08 -.14

Chaos (CH) -.09

Gender (GE)

* p < .05 (two-tailed).

TABLE 6
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis with Individual and Selected Family Variables as
Predictors of Religious Dysfunctional Perfectionism (N=76)

Predictors R2 Beta R2 Change F Change

Step 1 .18 .18 8.32**
Functional Perfectionism .15
Dysfunctional Perfectionism .38**

Step 2 .36 .18 6.50**
Functional Perfectionism .01
Dysfunctional Perfectionism .28*
Family Disengagement .00
Family Enmeshment .15
Family Rigidity .38**

Full Model: R = .60  R2 = .36
F (5,75) = 7.98** 

Note. * p <.05, ** p < .005
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into the possible family antecedents of RDP. How-
ever, whilst extreme family rigidity, enmeshment
and disengagement together contributed a signifi-
cant increase in the explained variance, it was fami-
ly rigidity that emerged as the only significant inde-
pendent predictor. The strong effect of family
rigidity is consistent with evidence that authoritari-
an and harsh non-nurturing parenting styles are
more likely to be associated with dysfunctional or
maladaptive forms of perfectionism than with func-
tional or adaptive perfectionism (Diprima, 2003;
Flett, Hewitt & Singer, 1995; Flett et al., 2002;
Kawamura, Frost & Harmatz, 2002; Rice, Ashby &
Preusser, 1996; Rice, Ashby & Slaney, 1998).

It would appear that rigidity combined with
enmeshment is a family system dynamic strongly
associated with RDP.  In general, participants high
in RDP tended to describe their family of origin as
highly rigid and being highly structured with
respect to role and rule expectations. In most par-
ticipants this rigidity appears to combine with
high family enmeshment through processes asso-
ciated with maintaining extreme family closeness
(rigid and “loving” control). To a lesser extent
however, in some other participants, rigidity com-
bines with extreme family disengagement through
processes associated with insecurities associated
with family disengagement (rigid and “aloof-dis-
tant “control).

It has been suggested that clinically significant
perfectionism has as its  defining feature “. . .
overdependence of self evaluation on the deter-
mined pursuit (and achievement) of self imposed
personally demanding standards of performance
in at least one salient domain, despite the occur-
rence of adverse consequences (Shafran, Cooper
& Fairburn, 2002, p. 773). The findings of the pre-
sent study reveal religious activity as one such
salient domain. Furthermore, perfectionism as a
spiritual and religious concern has been identified
as a significant issue for distressed University stu-
dents seeking help at a University counseling cen-
ter (Johnson & Hayes, 2003).

Shafran et al. (2002) have proposed a cogni-
tive-behavioral treatment plan for working with
general  dysfunct ional  perfect ionism.  This
approach has been found to be effective in a
recent evaluation (Glover, Brown, Fairburn &
Shafran, 2007). An application of this approach in
the domain of RDP could helpfully focus on the
religious context (the practices, activities, beliefs

and emotions associated with being committed to
that religious faith). Also, the present findings
imply that it is likely to be important to include
strategies that that explore the perception and
role of the family of origin in shaping and main-
taining self-evaluations in the religious domain.

Briefly, the approach proposed by Shafran and
her colleagues has four major components: 1.
Help the client identify that perfectionism is a
problem and to recognize that part of this problem
is the narrowness of their schemas for self-evalua-
tion, particularly in certain prominent aspects of
their life. 2. Help the client formulate relevant
treatment goals. A major goal would be to broaden
the client’s schema for self-evaluation through an
exploration of the current bases for self-evaluation.
The issues to resolve include: What would be alter-
native ways of thinking and behaving that would
broaden the means of self-evaluation and what
other domains of activity might contribute to
improved self-evaluation? 3. Help the client to test
competing hypotheses about these processes of
self-evaluation by comparing outcomes when dif-
ferent criteria for self-evaluation are actively
applied in a range of behavioral domains. 4. Help
the client to challenge and change unhelpful think-
ing associated with attending to and assessing out-
comes (such as changing dichotomous evaluations
of outcomes as simply good or bad, to using a con-
tinuum to rate outcomes).

For example, in an application of this approach
to RDP, a Christian severely troubled by perceived
failure to live up to extremely high standards in
their personal devotional life could be encouraged
to explore the origins and nature of these expecta-
tions through a series of challenging questions.
What is the origin and status of the rules concern-
ing personal prayers and scripture reading, and
how do these rules relate to the concept of a for-
giving and gracious God? Is this acquired sense of
“law” (rules about personal devotions possibly
handed down by a controlling Christian parent)
reasonable and helpful? Are the rules too limited
and too rigid? Do they promote or hinder rela-
tionship with God? The aim would be through
cognitive disputation to encourage a greater client
awareness of less rule-bound and less rigid ways of
praying and reading the scriptures that would be
effective in promoting more realistic and person-
ally appropriate goals. Failure (or success) would
no longer be defined by reference to the old set of
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rules as the unhelpful criteria for self-evaluation
are challenged and are modified or replaced.

The role of family of origin dynamics may
prove to be important in this process, not merely
as a possible source of rules and expectations, but
also associated with the formation of unhelpful
concepts of God that make it difficult to evaluate
rules and expectations. In the present study, par-
ticipants high in religious dysfunctional perfec-
tionism tended to describe their family of origin
as highly rigid and structured with respect to role
and rule expectations and often this rigidity com-
bined with processes associated with maintaining
extreme family closeness. A client influenced by
this dynamic may be likely to find it difficult to
distinguish their concept of God from their con-
cept of a rigid controlling and rule-bound parent
who uses control to enforce and maintain an
extreme form of family connectedness. The con-
cept of God as predominantly a rule enforcer and
punisher may take precedence over any concept of
God as loving, patient and gracious. This is an
unhelpful dichotomization that directly influences
self-evaluatory criteria: “I am only good if I follow
the rules perfectly and thereby earn the love and
praise of my God and avoid punishment.” In this
situation counseling involves working with alter-
native views of how God might regard and react to
human “failures” and shortcomings, but moving
towards beliefs and feelings that are congruent
with a new, more balanced and less simplistic con-
cept of God—one that is liberated from an unhelp-
ful punitive and controlling parental model.

There are some limitations to note. The study
is based on a small homogeneous sample of pre-
dominantly young Australian university students.
Nonetheless, with a sample size of 76, and with
the number of predictor variables limited to 5, the
statistical power of the study is sufficient (exceed-
ing .80 power) to detect a large effect size with a α
= .05 (Cohen, 1992). The sample is certainly too
small to regard the work on the formulation of the
RDP items to be sufficient. The wording of some
items could be improved (some feedback suggest-
ed that items referring to “most people” would
benefit from an explicit instruction to respond in
relation to most members of one’s religious com-
munity). Further work with larger and more het-
erogeneous samples is warranted. Another limita-
tion is that the data are all based on self-report
measures and involve subjective perceptions of

self and family of origin. It should be noted, how-
ever, that these measures were not contaminated
by a bias to provide socially desirable responses.
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