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ABSTRACT. The impact of traumatic events on empirical and metaphysical assumptions
was examined, by comparing assumptions of a group of 25 persons who had recently expe-
rienced a major stressor with assumptions of a group of 25 persons who had not had such
an experience. Each group was composed of 22 women and 3 men, with a mean age of 20
years. Participants completed written measures assessing level of adjustment, empirical
world assumptions, religious motivation, and religious and spiritual experiences. Natural-
istic interviews were conducted with the trauma group. The trauma group obtained sig-
nificantly higher scores on symptoms of psychological distress but did not differ in eval-
uations of the empirical world as predictable, safe, or controllable. Interviews suggested
that the metaphysical assumptions were not challenged by trauma: rather, they provided a
framework for understanding and coping with trauma.

— - M e — - ———

HIGHLY STRESSFUL EVENTS can have profoundly negative psychological
effects on the persons who experience them. Such effects can include confusion,
anger, anxiety, feelings of helplessness, and depression (McCann & Perlman,
1990; Rubonis & Bickman, 1991). The impact of these negative effects depends
on how successful the individual is at coping with the situation.

Although there are many ways of understanding what happens when persons
are coping with trauma, a prevailing theme in the literature is the role of the cog-
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nitive tasks faced by the individual. Traumas may violate the individual's assump-
tions about an orderly, stable, and predictable world (Epstein. 1990: Janott-Bul-
man. 1989, 1992) The violation of those fundamental assumptions is assumed to
produce psychological distress. The process of coping involves reducing this dis-
tress by restoring a cognitive equilibrivm. which can be accomplished through
the processes of accommodation or assimilation (Collins, Taylor. & Skekan.
1990; Taylor, 1983).

Accommodation involves changing one’s beliefs to be consisieni with expe-
riences. Various rescarchers (Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Schwartzberg & Janott-Bul-
man, 1991) have predicted that this process of accommodation will be evideni
after trauma. The other process, assimilation. occurs when one incorporates trau-
matic experiences into existing belief structures.

The results of some studies have demonstrated that persons who have expe-
rienced major stressors tend to consider the world as a less contiollable, safe, and
predictable place than comparison groups of persorns who have not experienced
major stressors (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Schwartzberg & Janoff-Bulman, 1991).
One limitation of these studies is that they have focused exclusively on empiri-
cal assumptions while ignoring metaphysical assumipiions.

Metaphysical assumptions, particularly religious beliefs, can serve a useiul
function in allowing the individual to cope with traumatic events (Pargament,
1990; Pargament ¢t al., 1994). In addition. although the empirical assumptions
about the safety and predictability of one’s world can be directly disconfirmed by
traumatic evenis, most fundamental religious assumptions (e.g.. “God has a
plan™) cannot be so viewed. Given the potential resilience of religious beliefs to
empirical disconfirmation, then, it seems reasonable to expect that such beliefs
will be less likely to be accommodated when an individual experiences major
stressful events.

Public opinion polls have indicated that religion is considered an important
part of the lives of many Americans (Princeton Religious Research Ceater, 1988):
therefore, understanding the role of religious beliefs in the coping process is
important. Although there are limited data suggesting that the individual’s reli-
gious or metaphysical assumptions may not require any accommodation to trau-
matic events (Calhoun, Tedescht, & Lincourt, 1992; Decker, 1993}, systematic
comparisons of persons who have cxperienced trauma with those who have not
are lacking.

Our purpose in this study was to examine the role and resihience of meta-
physical and empirical assumptions in coping with traumatic events. We expect-
ed that religious beliefs would be less likely to evidence change following trau-
matic events than would empirical assumptions about the world.

We also expected that (a) persons who had experienced a major traurmna would
show signs of greater psychological distress than persons who had not: (b) per-
sons who bad experienced a major traunia would hold more negative empirical
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assumptions about the world than persons who had not; and (c) unlike empirical
assumptions, religious beliefs would not be accommodated but would be used to
assimilate traumatic events.

Method
Participants

The 50 participants were selected from a larger sample of undergraduate stu-
dents at a state-supported university in the southeastern United States. They were
selected on the basis of responses to a screening instrument (Norris, 1990)
designed to identify persons who have been exposed to traumatic events. The par-
ticipants were classified into two groups.

The traumatic-events group consisted of 25 participants who had experienced
a major stressor some time in the previous 3 years. Of this group, 10 reported the
death of a close loved one (e.g., parent. sibling), 6 reported being victims of armed
robbery, 5 reported being victims of rape, 1 reported being the victim of an
attempted carjacking and shooting, 1 reported sexual harassment and stalking,
and | reported the sexual abuse of her daughter.

We also selected a comparison group of 25 participants who had not experi-
enced a major stressor and who were similar to the trauma group on demographic
variables. The mean age of the participants in the trauma greup was 20.00 years,
and that of the comparison group was 20.08 years. Each group was composed of
19 Caucasian women, 3 African American women, and 3 Caucasian men. The
traumatic events group was composed of 21 single persons, 3 married persons,
and | widowed person. The comparison group consisted of 21 single persons and
4 married persons. Reported religious preferences were also similar: The trauma
group included 16 Protestants, 4 Catholics, and 5 participants with no religious
preference; the comparison group consisted of 18 Protestants, 2 Catholics, and 5
participants reporting no religious preference.

Materials

The participants were asked to complete a number of written measures. Two
instruments, the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis & Melisartos, 1983)
and the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Deiner, Emmons, Larsen, & Grif-
fin, 1985), served as measures of current adjustment. The BSI, a 53-item mea-
sure of general mental health, assesses symptomatology. The SWLS is a 5-item
measure designed to reveal the individual’s own judgment of quality of life.

The participants also completed the Intrinsic Religious Motivation Scale
(Hoge, 1972), which assesses the motivation for religious behavior along the
intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions formulated by Allport and Ross (1967). An
“intrinsically” motivated person is one who lives for his or her religion; the reli-
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gion is a centrul part of his or her life. For an “extrinsically™ motivated person.
religion serves a more instruimental function (e.g., to gain status).

The participants also completed the Index of Core Religious Expericnce
(INSPIRIT; Kass, Fricdman, Lescriman, Zuttermeister, & Benson. 19913, which
assesses experiences of a higher power and spiritual experiences.

The World Assumpiions Scale (Janoff-Bulman, 1989) was included 10 assess
cmpirical assumpiions. This scale measures assumptions about the benevolence
of the world. the predictability and controllability of the world. and self-worth.

Procedure

After reviewing responses to the screening instrument, we contacted cligible
persons and asked if they would be willing to participate in the study. They were
told that participation would involve completing a number of written measures
assessing their views of the world, values. and atiitudes. Additionally, cach of the
participants in the traumatic-events group participated in a naturalistic interview.
The purpose of the interview was to obtain more comprehensive information
about the adjustiment process—specifically. the role of religion in coping, as well
as changes in religious convictions after the traumatic cvent.

All interviews were conducted by the first author, who assured the intervicew-
ees that no identifying information would be used in conjunction with interview
responses. The lengths of the interviews varied, ranging from 20 1min to | hr 15
min. Interviews were conducted according to established guidelines for qualita-
tive research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The participants were first asked o describe the beliefs they used in their lives
or to guide their decisions. They were asked to describe the traumatic event they had
experienced and were then asked if the beliefs discussed previously were involved
in any way. It the tnterviewee responded in the affirmative, he or she was asked to
describe in what ways the beliefs were involved. Finally, the participanis were asked
how their beliets after the event compared with their beliets before the event.

Because the main purposce of the interview was to obtain the individual's per-
spective. the content reflected the individual’s construction of reality, rather than
objective reality. The interview was used because it has several advantages over
objective measures. Because the interviewer becomes the primary data-gathering
instrument during the interview, he or she has the ability to attend io the inter-
viewee and to verity and clarify his or her understanding of the individual’s expe-
rience (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This abtlity is especially important when one is
attempting to understand very personal and complex aspects of an individual’s
experience. such as his or her religious beliefs (Pargament et al., 1990). The inter
view provided the opportunity to examine each participant’s belief system in his
or her own words and within his or her own framework.

The order of completion of the written materials and intervicw was counter-
balanced, and the order of the written materials was randomized.
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Results
Quantitative Results

We conducted a one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), to
compare the trauma and comparison groups on the Brief Syraptom lnventory, the
Satisfaction With Life Scale, the INSPIRIT, the Intrinsic Religious Motivation
Scale, and the World Assumptions Scale. The MANOVA revealed no significant
overall differences between the two groups, Pillai’s trace F(8, 41) = 1.512, p >
.05. Because specific differences between the groups were expected, based on
previous research (Schwartzberg & Janoftf-Bulman, 1991), we examined the uni-
variate results. There was a significant difference on the BSI, with the trauma
group reporting more symptoms (M = 47.8 for the trauma group and M = 30.68
for the comparison group), F(I, 48) = 3.963, p < 0.05. This was the only signif-
icant difference between the two groups.

Qualitative Results

The content of the interviews was analyzed with the constant comparison
method described by Lincoln and Guba (1985). After being transcribed, the mate-
rial was “unitized” (divided) into separate and complete pieces of information or
ideas. These units were then categorized, based on comparisons with other units.
If the units fit together, they formed a category involving a specific theme. These
categories or themes were grounded in the responses of the participants.

These categories were described 1o an independent rater, who was then asked
to classify the units according to the established categories. The independent rater
classified a sample of 25% of the units, which were selected using a random num-
ber table. to serve as a measure of the trustworthiness of the categorization.
Analysis revealed 91% interrater agreement in the categorization of units.

Four main categories emerged from the interviews (see Table 1). The first
category was personal belief systems and decision-making processes. This cate-
gory, which was addressed by all 25 participants, included statements used to
describe personal beliefs and values as well as important principles used in mak-
ing life decisions.

The majority of participants (n = 19, 76%) made reference to a belief in God or
a higher power as central to their beliefs. They made such comments as ] believe
there is a God and that He created us in some form,” “1 believe God is the light to
my life,” and 1 believe in a higher power that exerts control cver our lives.”

Statements describing or implying the importance (or lack of importance) of
religious beliefs were made by 15 participants (60%) and were also considered a
subtheme of the first category. Nine persons indicated that the beliefs were impor-
tant, making statements such as “They [religious beliefs] are the most important
thing to me,” and My religious beliefs are the biggest thing that affect my life.”
The remaining 6 students made statements denying the importance of religious
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TABLE 1
Interview Theines

Participants reporting theme

Category/Theme n %
Personal beliel systems and decision-making 25 100
processes
Importance of religious beliefs 15 60
Descriptions of self as religious/posscssing 7 28
religious beliefs
Beliet in God/higher power 19 76
Belief in salvation/afierlife 9 36
Bible/Ten Commandments 12 48
Religious activities Il 44
Religious background/upbiinging 11 44
Decision-making processes/principles 19 76
Experience of the traumaltic event 25 100
Narratives of the event 25 100
Qualities of the event 11 a4
Personal reactions/consequences of the event 17 68
Factors affecting the difficulty of the event a 44
Personal responsibility for the event 7 28
Coping with the event 22 88
Beliefs/faith I5 60
Specitic beliefs involved 12 48
Religious activities 5 20
Defense mechanisim 3 12
Perceiving benetits 3 12
Impact of event on beliefs and lifestyle 25 100
Religious beliefs 17 68
No change 4 16
Same beliets. change in importance or meaning 6 24
Same beliets, change in behavior or lifestyle 2 8
Questioned beliets 4 8
Development of spiritual beliefs I 4
Secular beliefs 10 40
Same belicts, change in behavior or lifestyle 4 16
Specific belicfs changed 6 24

beliefs in making decisions in life, with statements such as I believe in God, but
those beliefs don’t necessarily affect my decisions or actions.”

Nineteen participants (76%) gave descriptions of nonreligious decision-mak-
ing processes and principles as important components of their beliel sysiems.
Examples of units classified here include reliance on ethical or legal principles
(1 = 14. 56%), problem-solving methods (n = 6, 24%), and gut instinct {n =2, 8%).
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Other subthemes of a religious nature were belief in salvation/afterlife (n =
9. 36%), belief in the authority and relevance of the Bible/Ten Commandments
(n = 12, 48%;), importance of religious activities in their lives for guidance (n =
11, 44%), and general comments about their religious background (n = 11, 44%).
This first theme suggests that metaphysical assumptions of a religious nature are
salient cognitive elements for many persons in this sample.

The second category was experience of the traumatic event. This category
included descriptions and evaluations of the event. All 25 participants in the trau-
ma group provided narratives of the events they had experienced, as illustrated
by the following examples.

Well, my friends and I were all out and my brother was coming to meet us. It was
just an ordinary day. They think he swerved to miss an animal or something in the
road, but he ran into a tree and when the car crashed it killed him.

I was fifteen years old. I had gone over to a neighbor’s house. It was a guy a few years
older than me that I had had a crush on for a long time. We were kissing, and I guess
necking too. But then he forced me to have sex.

The third category identified from interview data was coping with the event.
Fifteen respondents (60%) discussed the involvement of their belief systems in
coping with the events. Seven of these 15 explicitly stated that their religious
beliefs were not involved. The other § indicated that their religious beliefs were
definitely involved and helpful in coping with the events, through comments such
as “My beliefs definitely determined how [ handled it.,” “My faith did eventually
help me through the whole thing,” and “When you get right down to it, they’re
[religious beliefs] the only thing that’s gotten me through it {husband’s death|.”

Specific beliefs involved in coping were described by some respondents.
Seven (28%) who had experienced the death of a loved one indicated that their
belief in heaven/afterlife had aided in the coping process, whereas 5 participants
(20%) described a belief that God is in control as a factor that comforted and
aided them during the grieving process. Religious activities such as praying were
used by 5 respondents.

Two types of nonreligious coping were identified. One was the use of defense
mechanisms (e.g., denial), and the other was perceiving benefits from the nega-
tive event. One rape victim used a combination of her religious beliefs, faith, and
perceiving benefits, as revealed in her comments:

I believe that God lets things like that happen to make you stronger and to help you
grow. Adversity matures your faith. And my faith and prayers helped me through the
whole thing--coping with it I mean. I know God was with me. I’ve been able to turn
it into a stepping stone. You know, I’ve learned from it and I've grown. And if I can
do something to help other people then that makes the whole thing less horrible.

The final category was impact of the event on beliefs and lifestyles. Seven-
teen participants (68%) discussed the impact of the event on their religious/spiri-
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tual belets. Fouar participants simply stated that the beliefs had not changed: 6 indi-
cated that the beliefs themselves had not changed but that they were held more
strongly or were more important; 2 reported changing behavior in a positive man-
ner to be more consistent with their beliefs; and | person said that the events she
expericnced led her to spiritual beliels that she had not previously possessed. Ouly
4 paiticipants indicated that the events experienced had caused them to question
their religious beliets. Of these <, however, 3 indicated thut as a result of the ques-
toning, they had come to hold their beliefs more sirongly or had changed their
behavior to be more consistent with their beliefs. but they had not changed the
belicfs themselves. The fourth participant indicuted that he was still questioning
his religious beliefs and that he was still very confused about themi. This young
man had been questioning those belicts even before the event occurred.

Overall, 17 persons discussed the impact of the trauma on their beliefs. Gf
these, 60% (15) reported that their beliefs had either remained unchanged (0 =
4}, their beliefs had become stronger or more importaint (1 = 9), new spiritual
beliefs had been developed (n = 1), or they had begun to live more consistently
with their beliefs (n = 2).

Discussion

Previous research (McCann & Perlman, 1990; Rubonis & Bickman. 1991)
has indicated that persons who cxperience iraumatic events are likely to experi-
ence psychological distress. This was evident in this sample; members of the trau-
ma group reported significantly more sympioms on the BSI than did those i the
comparison group.

Those in the trauma group did not ditfer significantly from ihe comparison
group on the Satisfaction With Life Scale. Thus. although they reported being
more symptomatic, their ratings of quality of life were not significantly lower.

The results of this study do not replicate previous findings ol shaiiersd
assumptions about the empirical world after traumatic experiences (Schwartzberg
& Janoff-Bulman. 1991). There were no reliable differences in world assuimp-
tions between the two groups. This finding may be related to the role of religious
beliefs in the lives of the participants.

Thus, the challenge of traumatic events to religious beliels seems o have
been minimal for these persons. For many persoiis, the events actually resulied
in beliefs being held with greater conviction. Additionally. the lack of differcnce
between the trauma group and the comparisen group on the ieligious imeasures
can be interpreted as providing additional, although indirect, suppori for the
resilience of religious beliefs in the face of crises.

On the basis of the data collected, particularly the qualitative material, we
suggest that religious beliefs may be more resilient than cmpirical assuimptions
about the world, perhaps because religious beliefs are less subject to empisical
disconfirmation.
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Metaphysical assumptions seetn also to have aided in the coping process. For
some participants, the beliefs seemed to provide an explanation for the event; for
others, specific beliefs were comforting after the negative experience. The reli-
gious beliefs were important in terins of providing a sense of meaning to the
events. Thus, the beliefs may not have been changed in response to the events;
rather, they were used as a framework within which to assirnilate the events.

This process of assimilating the events using existing religious beliefs may
also contribute to the lack of difference between the two groups on the empirical
assumptions. Because religious beliefs provided a framework for assimilation,
accommodation of empirical beliefs may not have been as necessary for many
participants. Religious beliefs may be more salient for the current sample, select-
ed from the southeast United States, than for previous samples drawn mainly from
the northeast (Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Schwartzberg & Janoft-Bulman, 1991),
because the southern United States leads the nation in religious devotion (Gallup
Organization, 1992).

To the extent that religious devotion is greater, one would expect religious
beliefs to play a more central role in an individual’s life. When religious beliefs
occupy a central role and are more salient, there is greater involvement of those
beliefs across situations, especially in response to difficult events. The more
salient the discomfirmable beliefs, the more likely assimilation is to occur, and
the less accommeodation is needed in world assumptions. Thus, the sample for this
study provided no evidence that traumatic events have a negative impact on reli-
gious beliefs or necessarily shatter empirical world assumptions. In future inves-
tigations, researchers should consider religious convictions when exaraining the
effects of trauma on the trauma sufferers’ belief systems.
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