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Celebrating our Capstone Students in Social Psychology 
A warm welcome and happy reading of the sixth issue of the McMaster Undergraduate Journal 
of Social Psychology (MUJSP)! 

The 2025 editorial team includes returning Editor-in-Chief Ayma Iqbal, as well as returning 
Assistant Editor Paula Sheron Queiroz. Ayma and Paula are joined by new Assistant Editor 
Kathryanna Peacock, Graphic Designer Lia Icasiano, and Layout Editors Khushi Goyal and 
Teodora Uilecan. A very warm welcome and huge thanks to this incredible team! This year, 
Christina Doan (Co-Assistant Editor), Chelsea Zhang (Layout Editor), and Julia Duguid (Graphic 
Designer) departed the team. The entire MUJSP team sends best wishes and thanks to all 
former MUJSP editorial members, continued thanks to returning editorial board members, and 
extends a warm welcome to all new editorial members of the McMaster Undergraduate Journal 
of Social Psychology! 

This was an odd year as I was on a research leave for part of the 2024/2025 academic year, 
which made it impossible to teach the 6-unit capstone thesis course. This marked the first time 
in over a decade that I was not the course instructor and thesis supervisor – it was quite a 
transition to not teach the course in the past academic year! However, I am very happy to 
continue to serve as Faculty Advisor and learn about the fascinating research conducted by the 
students in the capstone course in the 2024/2025 academic year, supervised and mentored by 
Dr. Kiersten Dobson, CLA in Social Psychology. 

I hope you enjoy reading the fascinating social psychological research studies featured in the 
sixth issue of the McMaster Undergraduate Journal of Social Psychology. As always, the 
collection of work in this publication showcases the academic excellence and achievements of 
the students in the Social Psychology Program. The entire editorial board should be 
commended for their hard work and dedication to the publication of the fifth issue of the 
McMaster Undergraduate Journal of Social Psychology. I continue to be honoured to work, as 
Faculty Advisor, alongside intelligent, motivated, dedicated, and inspirational students: Ayma, 
Paula, Kathryanna, Khushi, Lia, and Teodora, who serve as editorial board members this year, 
along with the groups who were eligible for publication this year. Congratulations to all involved 
in the publication of the sixth issue of the McMaster Undergraduate Journal of Social 
Psychology! 

Sincerely and with best wishes, 
 
 
Dr. Sarah Clancy, PhD 
Faculty Advisor, McMaster Undergraduate Journal of Social Psychology 
Associate Professor 
Honours Social Psychology Program 
Department of Health, Aging and Society 
McMaster University 

 



 
 

Letter from the Editor 
 
Dear MUJSP Readers, 

It is my great pleasure to present this year’s issue of the McMaster Undergraduate 
Journal of Social Psychology (MUJSP). Now in its sixth year of publication, the MUJSP 
continues to celebrate and showcase the exceptional research conducted by final-year 
students in the Honours Social Psychology program. 

This year, six theses met the journal’s rigorous publication criteria. Together, these 
projects explore a diverse range of topics— from generative AI and academic integrity 
to parental responsiveness and relationship dynamics, and the initiation of relationships 
on dating apps. 

As Editor-in-Chief for the second consecutive year, I am truly honoured to share the 
2025 issue with you. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Namya Tandon, the 
founder and original Editor-in-Chief of the MUJSP, whose vision laid the foundation for 
this journal. I also wish to thank Linette Sapper, who led the journal in 2023, the year I 
first joined the MUJSP team as Assistant Editor. Her mentorship and example continue 
to guide my approach to leadership today. 

The publication of this issue would not have been possible without the dedication of our 
outstanding editorial team. I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks to our Assistant 
Editors, Paula Sheron Quieroz and Kathryanna Peacock. Paula has been an invaluable 
contributor for a second year, while Kathryanna has brought fresh insights and 
enthusiasm as a new member of the team. I also wish to recognize our Layout Editors, 
Khushi Goyal and Teodora Uilecan, for their hard work and creativity in shaping this 
issue’s final presentation. Additionally, I would like to thank our Graphic Designer, Lia 
Icasiano, whose fresh vision and design expertise brought a new level of polish to the 
journal this year. Finally, I extend my deepest appreciation to Dr. Sarah Clancy, our 
faculty advisor, for her unwavering support, guidance, and commitment to the success 
of the MUJSP. 

On behalf of the entire editorial team, thank you for taking the time to engage with the 
thoughtful and compelling research featured in the 2025 issue of the MUJSP. We hope 
you enjoy reading these papers as much as we enjoyed bringing them to publication. 

Sincerely, 
 
Ayma Iqbal 
Editor-in-Chief 

 



 

Attached at the Hinge: Relationship Initiation in Dating 
Apps 
 
Erin Arruda1, Jordan Dubyk1, Alyssa Mulholland1, Amber O’Pray1, Alyssa Ventresca1, and 
Jaime White1 
 

Abstract 
The increased use of online dating apps presents an alternative way for 
individuals to seek out and initiate relationships that can differ from face-

to-face interactions. Previous research has found that attachment 
orientation can offer insight into the characteristics that lead to 
differences in behaviour on dating apps. This research aims to explore 

how undergraduate university students’ attachment orientations can 
influence their initiation of relationships on online dating apps. We 
hypothesized that participants who score higher in attachment anxiety 

would be more likely to engage in relationship initiation on dating apps, 
whereas participants who score higher in attachment avoidance would 
be less likely to engage in relationship initiation on dating apps. Data 

was collected from 130 participants currently enrolled in university 
through a quantitative survey hosted on Qualtrics. Multiple regression 
analyses found that anxious attachment was significantly associated 

with greater relationship initiation on dating apps. Dating apps may 
reflect a unique context that nullifies associations between attachment 
orientation and initiation behaviours found in previous research. Our 

findings propose important considerations for future research and 
encourage further investigation into the influence that attachment 
orientation can have on the initiation of relationships on online dating 

apps.  
 

Attached at the Hinge: Relationship Initiation in Dating Apps 

Previous research has found a correlation between an individual’s attachment 
orientation and their behaviours while initiating or within relationships, including their 
willingness to make the first move or ask someone out (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer 

& Shaver, 2016). This study aims to explore the relationship between attachment 
orientation and relationship initiation behaviours on dating apps. In particular, this study 
hopes to find distinctions between anxious and avoidant attachment and how this might 

influence one’s likelihood of initiating relationships through dating apps.  
 

Attachment Orientation 

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby and later expanded by Mary Ainsworth, 
is widely used in psychology (Ainsworth, 1985; Bowlby, 1969; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). 
Attachment illustrates how an individual's model of self and others develops based on 

childhood interactions with attachment figures (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). While 

                                              
1 Undergraduate Student, Honours Social Psychology Program, Faculty of Social Sciences, McMaster 

University, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada 
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attachment is a complex spectrum, we specify two main categories for observation, 
collectively called attachment insecurity: anxious attachment and avoidant attachment. 

Anxious attachment is characterized by strong worries about relationships, a strong need 
for closeness, and using hyperactivation strategies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Avoidant 
attachment is characterized by maintaining emotional distance from partners and 

decreasing vulnerability, referred to as deactivation strategies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2016). When both anxiety and avoidance are low, one would be considered securely 
attached (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).  

 
Attachment Orientation in Young Adults and University Students 

Attachment orientations play an important role in determining how we connect and 

form relationships with one another. Young adulthood is a time of many novel experiences 
that transition a person into adult attachment orientations (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 
1991). Research shows that for this demographic, attachment anxiety tends to be more 

prevalent compared to the rest of the population (Chopik et al., 2013; Segal et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, other research has found that individuals who self-reported having an 
avoidant attachment orientation determinately had more difficulty forming close 

relationships and relying on others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). These 
characteristics of avoidant adolescents are corroborated by Oztürk and Mutlu (2010), 
whose research found that avoidant university students are not as successful in intimate 

relationships as their securely attached peers. Students who self -reported having a 
secure attachment orientation were determined to put in more effort to maintain their 
romantic relationships and had more willingness to work through issues with their partner 

rather than break up (Oztürk & Mutlu, 2010). Studies in this field posit that avoidant young 
adults may use casual sex as a defense mechanism to shield themselves from serious 
and potentially vulnerable relationships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Oztürk & Mutlu, 

2010; Snapp et al., 2014). The reason for forming close relationships was primarily due 
to insecurity and feelings of self-consciousness for avoidant students (Oztürk & Mutlu, 
2010; Snapp et al., 2014). When faced with issues within their relationships, both avoidant 

and anxious students were more likely to break up (Matsuoka et al., 2005; Oztürk & Mutlu, 
2010). 

 

Dating App Use by University Students  
Given the pivotal role of attachment orientations in shaping relationship behaviours 

among university students, it is important to consider how these patterns manifest in 
modern contexts such as dating apps. Dating apps such as Tinder, Hinge, and Grindr 

foster communication between online users. Whether you “swipe” or “like,” these 
algorithms promote user satisfaction and retention (Hobbs et al., 2017). Although the 

intention of all dating app users differs, these applications aim to allow users to browse 
online profiles and communicate through text messaging systems. Estimations of dating 
app prevalence are rough, as privacy agreements between many applications do not 

allow this information to be shared (Wu & Trottier, 2022). In 2019, it was estimated that 
more than 200 million people worldwide were active users of dating apps (Statista Market 
Forecast, 2019). Vogels and McClain (2023) reported that, in 2019, three in ten U.S. 

adults had used a dating application. Current literature often focuses on the effectiveness 
of dating apps in comparison to non-mobile methods of meeting a partner (Alexopoulos 
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et al., 2020; Yeo & Fung, 2016).  Many elements of dating applications have been 
considered in studies, such as the use of geolocation (Blackwell et al., 2015), algorithms 

(Zhang, 2016), and gender and sexual orientation (Castro et al., 2020). Of interest to the 
current research, the literature has also begun to delve into the connections between 
attachment and dating app use. 

 
Anxious Attachment and Dating App Usage 

Attachment orientation influences how individuals use dating apps, shaping their 

motivations, behaviours, and emotions (Coffey et al., 2022; Kajzer, 2023). Anxiously 
attached individuals experience heightened distrust, fear of abandonment, and general 
anxiety in romantic relationships (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Ormonde, 2013). 

These fears contribute to high rejection sensitivity, making them seek stable partners for 
reassurance (Ormonde, 2013; Torrence, 2014). Since rejection-sensitive individuals are 
generally less likely to pursue relationships due to fear of rejection, dating apps provide 

a favourable format (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Chin et al., 2018; Coffey et al., 
2022; George, 2024; Kajzer, 2023; Ormonde, 2013; Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). 
The design of these apps, which only notifies users of matches, helps anxiously attached 

individuals by concealing rejection and boosting confidence (Alexopoulos & 
Timmermans, 2021; Chin et al., 2018; Coffey et al., 2022; George, 2024; Kajzer, 2023; 
Ormonde, 2013; Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). 

Anxiously attached individuals are more likely to pursue online relationships, eager for 
emotional validation and stability (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Atkins, 2019; Chin 
et al., 2018; Goodcase et al., 2018). They also prefer dating apps due to the ability to 

meet many potential partners quickly, increasing their chances of finding reassurance 
(Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Coffey et al., 2022). 

 

Avoidant Attachment and Dating App Usage 
Avoidantly attached individuals prefer emotional distance, which influences their dating 

app behaviours (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021). While some scholars assume they 

would avoid dating apps to maintain detachment, they still engage in online dating, 
particularly when travelling, as it provides low-commitment interactions (Chin et al., 2018; 
Coffey et al., 2022). Studies show avoidant individuals are more likely than anxious or 

secure users to engage in spontaneous, low-commitment hookups, minimizing emotional 
intimacy (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Atkins, 2019; Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 
2020; Torrence, 2014). They also tend to avoid initiating conversations to maintain 

emotional distance, even when interested in someone (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 
2021; Torrence, 2014). 

Avoidant individuals often feel bored, apathetic, or stressed while using dating apps, 

as online relationships can develop quickly, making them uncomfortable (Torrence, 
2014). To prevent emotional bonds, they inhibit self-expression, appear detached, and 
overemphasize sexuality, leading to more casual encounters than anxious or secure 

individuals (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2021; Coffey et al., 2022; Kajzer, 2023; 
Torrence, 2014). 
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Current Research 
The rise of online dating apps has transformed how individuals initiate and develop 

romantic relationships, offering an alternative to traditional face-to-face interactions. 
While prior research has examined the role of attachment orientation in relationship 
formation (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016), little is known about how 

attachment orientations influence behaviours specific to digital dating environments. As 
discussed, attachment theory suggests that individuals with anxious attachment 
tendencies seek greater intimacy and reassurance, whereas those with avoidant 

attachment tendencies may be more hesitant to engage in close relationships 
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Understanding these dynamics in the context of dating 
apps can offer deeper insight into how individual differences in attachment orientation 

influence relationship initiation processes. 
This research is significant as it contributes to the growing body of literature on online 

dating behaviours among university students, a population particularly engaged with 

digital relationship-seeking platforms (Harrison et al., 2022; Smith & Duggan, 2013). By 
identifying how attachment orientation influences relationship initiation on dating apps,  
we hope our findings provide valuable implications for both psychological theory and 

practical applications. For instance, mental health professionals and relationship 
counsellors could use these insights to support individuals in navigating their attachment 
orientation through their online dating app behaviours. Additionally, dating app developers 

may consider incorporating features that cater to users with different attachment 
orientations to foster healthier online dating experiences. Ultimately, this research aims 
to deepen the understanding of how dating app technologies influence modern romantic 

interactions. 
By examining attachment orientations in the context of online dating, we can expect 

correlations between attachment orientations and online dating behaviours. Alexopoulos 

and Timmermans (2021) found connections between anxious and avoidant attachment 
and one’s online dating confidence. Building on this, we hypothesize that university 
students who are higher in anxious attachment will be more likely to engage in relationship 

initiation behaviours on dating apps. Additionally, we expect to find that university 
students who are higher in avoidant attachment will utilize a more passive approach to 
dating app usage and will be less likely to engage in relationship initiation behaviours, 

such as “swiping right” or sending the first message. 
 

Methods 

Participants  
The participants were 213 university students recruited through an online SONA study, 

Instagram posts, and physical posters on the McMaster campus. Inclusion in this study 

required participants to be (a) 18-25 years of age, (b) capable of reading and writing in 
English fluently, (c) currently in university pursuing an undergraduate, Master's, or PhD 
degree, and (d) a past or current dating app user. Participants who did not complete the 

survey or meet these criteria were excluded from the analysis. Of the 212 recruited 
participants, 83 were excluded; 24 participants did not meet the inclusion criteria, and 58 
did not complete the survey. Therefore, the final sample consisted of 130 individuals. Of 

our participants, 79.2% identified as female, 16.9% identified as male, and 3.8% identified 
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as non-binary/genderqueer/preferred to self-identify. Participants were an average of 
20.5 years old (SD = 1.44). 

 
Procedure  

On behalf of the student researchers, Dr. Kiersten Dobson received approval for this 

study from the McMaster Research Ethics Board (MREB). This study was conducted via 
an online survey hosted by Qualtrics and included 60 quantitative questions. Before 
beginning the survey, participants were provided with a letter of information, including 

information about the researchers, possible risks of completing the survey, the right to 
withdraw consent, and information surrounding confidentiality. Participants were told that 
the study examined students' attachment orientation concerning dating apps. After 

consenting to participate, participants completed the 30-minute online survey measuring 
their anxious and avoidant attachment, dating app behaviours, and relationship initiation 
on online dating apps. Participants who completed the study through SONA received half 

a SONA credit (0.5) for their participation, while those who were recruited through 
alternative methods did not receive compensation.  

 

Measures 
Demographics and Screening Questions  

Participants first provided demographic information, including their age, gender and 

current university status. They then answered screening questions assessing English 
fluency and whether they had ever used online dating apps. Following this, participants  
were asked if they were current or past dating app users and to specify which apps they 

had used.  
 

Attachment Orientation  
The Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (ECR-R) Questionnaire created by 

Fraley et al. (2000) measures the extent to which someone is related to attachment 
anxiety (M = 3.80, SD = 1.22, α = .92) and attachment avoidance (M = 3.13, SD = 0.99,  

α = .93)  through 36 items (e.g., “I am afraid I will lose my partner's love”, “My romantic 

partner makes me doubt myself”). The scale is marked on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), and relevant items are reverse-scored with the 

average taken across the items of each subscale, such that higher scores indicate higher 
attachment anxiety or avoidance. 

 

Dating App Behaviours  
The Perceived Dating App Behaviours Scale created by Alexopoulos and Timmermans 

(2020) measures an individual's active engagement on dating apps and the extent to 

which they engage in them (e.g., “How many dating app profiles do you “like” or “swipe 
right on” out of every 10 profiles you see?”, “How many conversations do you start for 
every 10 users you match with?”). The scale consists of three items marked on a scale 
of 0-10 (e.g., 0 profiles or 10 profiles) measuring how many profiles on average an 
individual interacts with (M = 3.20, SD = 1.45, α = .21). The scale suggests low reliability 

in measuring participants' dating app behaviours, which may be due to the scale's limited 

number of questions.  
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Relationship Initiation  
The Online Relationship Initiation Scale (ORIS), created by Harris and Aboujaoude 

(2016), measures an individual's frequency of online relationship initiation using nine self-
report items (e.g., “Were you ever looking/hoping to make new friends online?”, “Did you 
make any new romantic relationships online?”). The first six items are measured on a 5-
point scale (1 = never, 5 = frequently) measuring engagement and perceived success in 
online relationship initiation (M = 1.92, SD = 1.02, α = .71). The following three items are 
measured on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = much easier) measuring online vs offline 

relationship development (M = 2.62, SD = 1.19, α = .61). Higher scores show a greater 

likelihood of searching for and developing new relationships online. 
Participants also answered three “yes or no” questions regarding their relationship 

initiation behaviours (e.g., “Would you consider yourself someone who often 'swipes right' 
or 'likes' profiles on dating apps?”, “Would you consider yourself someone who often 
starts conversations with other people/profiles on dating apps?”, “Would you consider 

yourself likely to ask a match to meet in person?”). Upon reviewing the data from our 
other initiation measure, it was determined that this measure was not needed and was 
therefore excluded from our final data analysis (M = 0.91, SD = 0.94, α = .49). 

 
Results 

We present the correlations between key variables in Table 1, examining the 

relationships among anxious and avoidant attachment orientations, relationship initiation 
on dating apps and dating app behaviours. Results show a positive correlation between 
attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, as well as a positive correlation between 

dating app behaviours and relationship initiation. No other variables were significantly 
correlated.  
 

Table 1 
Correlation Matrix Among Key Study Variables 

    Anxious 

Attachment 

Avoidant 

Attachment 

Online 

Relationship 
Initiation Scale 

(ORIS Scale) 

Dating App 

Behaviours 

Relationship 

InitationQ 

Anxious 
Attachment 

 Pearson's 
r 

 —              

   df  —              

   p-value  —              

Avoidant 

Attachment 

 Pearson's 

r 

 0.414  —           

   df  98  —           

   p-value  < .001  —           
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Online 

Relationship 
Initiation Scale 

(ORIS Scale) 

 Pearson's 

r 

 0.165  -0.138  —        

   df  89  88  —        

   p-value  0.119  0.194  —        

Dating App 

Behaviours 

 Pearson's 

r 

 0.147  0.076  0.286  —     

   df  105  102  98  —     

   p-value  0.130  0.446  0.004  —     

Relationship 
InitationQ 

 Pearson's 
r 

 0.012  -0.026  0.155  0.434  —  

   df  107  104  99  121  —  

   p-value  0.899  0.790  0.122  < .001  —  

 

 

We conducted a multiple regression model analysis to examine whether anxious and 
avoidant attachment orientations predicted relationship initiation on dating apps among 
university students. The independent variables (F(2, 83) = 3.09, p = 0.05) accounted for 

7% of the variance in relationship initiation. Table 3 shows that anxious attachment 
significantly predicted relationship initiation on dating apps (b = .19, t(130) = 2.31, p = 
0.023), whereas avoidant attachment did not (b = -.18, t(130) = -1.76, p = 0.082).  

 

Table 2 
Model Fit Measures 

 Overall Model Test 

Model R R² F df1 df2 p 

1  0.263  0.0692  3.09  2  83  0.051  

 

Table 3 
Model Coefficients - Online Relationship Initiation Scale (ORIS Scale) 

Predictor Estimate SE t p 

Intercept  1.884  0.3539  5.32  < .001  

Anxious Attachment  0.190  0.0821  2.31  0.023  
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Avoidant Attachment  -0.180  0.1025  -1.76  0.082  

 

We conducted a multiple regression analysis to examine whether anxious and avoidant 
attachment orientations predicted dating app behaviours among university students.  The 
independent variables (F(2, 95) = 1.41, p = 0.25) accounted for 3% of the variance in 
dating app behaviours. Table 5 shows that neither anxious attachment (b = .17, t(130) = 
1.29, p = 0.2) nor avoidant attachment (b = .07, t(130) = 0.42, p = 0.68) significantly 

predicted dating app behaviours. 

Table 4 
Model Fit Measures 

 Overall Model Test 

Model R R² F df1 df2 p 

1  0.170  0.0288  1.41  2  95  0.250  

 

 

Table 5 
Model Coefficients - Dating App Behaviours 

Predictor Estimate SE t p 

Intercept  2.2140  0.564  3.927  < .001  

Anxious Attachment  0.1725  0.133  1.294  0.199  

Avoidant Attachment  0.0689  0.166  0.416  0.678  

 

Discussion 
Although many studies have examined the relationship between one’s attachment 

orientation and its effect on close relationships, there is a lack of research on how an 
individual’s attachment orientation can influence their initiation of relationships through 

online dating apps. University students, in particular, are an under-explored population, 
despite the rising popularity of dating apps among this group. Given this information, the 
present research aimed to fill this gap by exploring the role of attachment orientation in 

relationship initiation on dating apps among university students. 
Based on prior research, we hypothesized that participants who scored higher in 

anxious attachment would be more likely to engage in relationship initiation behaviours 

on dating apps, whereas those who scored higher on avoidant attachment would be less 
likely to engage in relationship initiation behaviours online. Consistent with the hypothesis 
on anxious attachment, the study’s findings were supported as anxious attachment 

significantly predicted relationship initiation on dating apps. However, the findings 
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regarding avoidant attachment did not produce notable results. These results contribute 
to the growing body of literature on attachment orientation and relationship initiation, 

underscoring the significance of individual differences in attachment and the effects of the 
unique environment that dating apps present. 

 

Interpretation of Results 
University students with higher levels of anxious attachment significantly predicted 

greater relationship initiation on dating apps, whereas those higher in avoidant 

attachment did not. Additionally, neither high attachment anxiety nor high attachment 
avoidance significantly predicted dating app behaviours. The study’s results align with 
previous research that suggests individuals high in attachment anxiety exhibit increased 

relationship fixation and actively seek reassurance from close relationships (Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2016). However, those high in attachment avoidance prioritize independence and 
being detached (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Such individuals are typically 

understood to be averse to initiating relationships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). 
 

Anxious Attachment 

These results are consistent with prior research, which highlights that individuals with 
higher attachment anxiety exhibit high motivation to form connections through online 
dating platforms (Goodcase et al., 2018; Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). Various 

studies have established that this may be a means of obtaining emotional and relational 
security, proximity, and validation while alleviating their fears of abandonment from 
potential romantic partners (Goodcase et al., 2018; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; 

Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). The observed relationship supports research by 
Simpson et al. (2012) regarding relational distress. Individuals who are high in attachment 
anxiety experience lower relationship satisfaction due to heightened awareness of a 

partner’s responsiveness and increased sensitivity to perceived relational threats 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Simpson et al., 2012). Given that anxiously attached 
individuals exhibit hyperactivating strategies, they may have a penchant for dating apps 

as a means of continuously seeking both reassurance and romantic relationships 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).  

The insignificant relationship found between individuals high in anxious attachment 

and dating app behaviours might suggest that they may not necessarily engage in more 
diverse or extensive behaviours on dating apps, even though they initiate relationships 
more frequently. Such behaviours might indicate that the driving force behind their 

motivation to engage in dating apps consists of their need to secure emotional 
connections rather than frequent app usage or unsubstantial brief exchanges. 

 

Avoidant Attachment 
In contrast, avoidant attachment did not significantly predict relationship initiation on 

dating apps nor dating app behaviours. While prior studies have suggested that 

avoidantly attached individuals may use dating apps for casual interactions rather than 
committed and romantic relationships (Chin et al., 2018), the present findings suggest 
that higher attachment avoidance does not necessarily drive relationship initiation 

behaviours in this context. Previous research postulates that attachment avoidance is 
associated with lower levels of emotional investment, prioritizes self-reliance over 
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intimacy, and minimizes dependence on others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Fraley 
& Shaver, 2000). Considering their tendency to use the previously listed qualities as a 

deactivating strategy as it relates to the formation of close relationships, avoidantly 
attached individuals may be less motivated to seek romantic relationships (Bartholomew 
& Horowitz, 1991). Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) expressed that such deactivating 

strategies are used as a defense mechanism which aids these individuals in maintaining 
emotional distance and independence. The aforementioned tendencies for those high in 
attachment avoidance to suppress attachment needs and maintain emotional distance 

have been thoroughly documented in an abundance of literature, supporting Bartholomew 
and Horowitz’s (1991) understanding of avoidant attachment functioning as a defense 
mechanism (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).  

The absence of a significant correlation between attachment avoidance and dating app 
behaviours contrasts with previous research that suggested that individuals high in 
attachment avoidance may engage with online dating platforms for self-affirmation or 

casual relationships and interactions (Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). Although not 
explored, a possible explanation for this discrepancy could be that the present study’s 
university-aged participants may not be reliant on dating apps to fulfill their casual 

relational needs or have dating apps but do not actively utilize them. There is a possibility 
that there is a preference towards alternative methods, such as meeting people 
organically, as this may mitigate their feelings of actively seeking out potential partners 

purposely through online dating platforms. This could be explained through individuals 
high in avoidant attachment having less inclination to pursue romantic relationships 
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). These findings highlight the complexity of avoidant 

attachment processes and accentuate the need for further research exploring the intricate 
ways in which attachment avoidance manifests in various relational contexts, with a 
particular emphasis on dating apps, considering its prevalence today and the lack of 

research in this area. 
 

Correlation Between Anxious and Avoidant Attachment 

Most researchers’ findings in this field often report anxious and avoidant attachment 
as being negatively correlated (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Chopik et al., 2013; 
Goodcase et al., 2018; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Unlike prior 

research, the present study found a positive correlation between anxious and avoidant 
attachment orientations. These findings can be understood through modern research that 
identified attachment orientation as existing on a continuum, where individuals can exhibit 

various qualities that are associated with attachment anxiety and avoidance, rather than 
fitting neatly into one specific style (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Chopik et al., 2013; 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). This can be further explained by Bartholomew and Horowitz’s 

(1991) four-category model. Individuals categorized as fearful-avoidant, who rank high in 
both anxious and avoidant attachment qualities, present a possible exception where both 
attachment orientations co-exist (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Mikulincer & Shaver, 

2016).  
Two particular mechanisms have been highlighted by Mikulincer and Shaver (2016) 

that can drive both attachment anxiety and avoidance: fear of rejection and past relational 

trauma. Individuals who fear rejection may exhibit feelings of desperately seeking 
validation (associated with anxious attachment) while simultaneously avoiding 
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vulnerability and intimacy (associated with avoidant attachment) (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2016). Those who have experienced past relational trauma can develop both 

hyperactivation (anxiety) and deactivation (avoidance), which are utilized as defensive 
strategies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Dating apps make it effortless for users who are 
high in both attachment anxiety and avoidance to actively seek connections while 

subsequently withdrawing due to fears of intimacy. Timmermans and Alexopoulos’ (2020)  
research could provide a possible behavioural explanation for the positive correlation 
found. Those high in anxious attachment frequently engaged with dating apps for 

reassurance, though individuals high in avoidant attachment tended to use these 
applications for casual relationships and avoidance of intimate relationships 
(Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020).  

The study’s findings on the positive correlation between anxious and avoidant 
attachment orientations challenge traditional views and research that label the two as 
opposites. Rather, it supports a dimensional approach where attachment traits exist on a 

spectrum. Furthermore, the results suggest that in niche contexts, such as online dating, 
attachment orientation is not necessarily mutually exclusive but mutually inclusive. Such 
divergence from prior research warrants further investigation. 

 
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

As a study that examined a relatively novel concept, such as relationship initiation in 

dating apps, it did not come without its limitations. While our survey produced a fair turnout 
for a short-term study, the sample size was reduced from 230 participants to 130 to 
ensure that the responses reflected the entire scope of the present study. This included 

excluding those who did not complete the survey and participants who did not fit the 
inclusion criteria. While we did produce some significant findings, a larger sample size 
may have allowed us to detect smaller effects and provided this study with greater 

confidence in its results. 
Future research should look more closely at demographics such as age, sexuality, 

ethnicity, etc., to further determine the significance of relationship initiation. Subsequent 

studies on this topic should take a longitudinal approach to assess the long-term effects 
of attachment and relationship initiation on the individual’s relationship outcomes. Further, 
studies have shown that attachment orientation can change in an individual over time 

(Chopik et al., 2013). This means that while we were able to determine that anxious 
attachment correlates with relationship initiation in university students aged 18-25, we 
cannot predict this as a long-term behaviour across the lifespan for the participants of this 

study or dating app users over the age of 25. This research, coupled with the possibilities 
of future research regarding attachment and relationship initiation, may seek to improve 
existing dating apps and assist in the development of new dating apps to fit the needs of 

its target audience. 
Relationship initiation, especially in terms of dating apps, is not a universally defined 

term. Without a standardized understanding, interpretations may vary across 

researchers, disciplines, and cultural contexts, leading to inconsistencies in how the 
concept is applied and measured. This lack of definitional clarity poses challenges in 
developing reliable measurement tools, making it difficult to compare findings across 

studies. While we used relevant scales, we encourage the further creation of scales 
tailored to this particular concept, looking at relationship initiation on dating apps, and 
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taking into consideration the different features of dating apps that may influence initiation 
behaviours, such as limitations on how many likes you can give per day, or if a message 

must be sent to match with someone. Additionally, the absence of a common framework 
affects the reproducibility of the research, as future studies may operationalize the 
concept differently. To address this, further research should aim to refine and standardize 

the concept to enhance clarity and consistency in future investigations. 
The culture surrounding dating apps for university students between the ages of 18-25 

has also shifted. Young adults are experiencing a delay in long-term commitment and 

sexual debut compared to older generations. “Hookup culture” is increasingly common, 
where young adults are seeking more casual encounters (Shulman & Connolly, 2013). 
This could explain increased “relationship initiation” such that swiping, liking, and 

messaging are not behaviours intended to produce a long-term relationship, relieving any 
pressure associated with initiation. Contrarily, some studies have found that young adults 
are delaying sexual debut and relationships entirely, which could mean that there may be 

an alternative reason for dating app usage (South & Lei, 2021). 11.1% of the participants 
of this study reported seeking friendships on dating apps. Perhaps this differentiation may 
explain initiation behaviours by seeking a lower-stakes relationship. Further research 

should seek to understand if “hookup culture” and the decline in long-term romantic 
relationships for today’s young adults affect relationship initiation. It could be that 
relationship initiation may not lead to entering a long-term relationship or that initiation is 

different depending on the individual’s relationship goals and intentions. 
Lastly, this study was conducted as a self-report, retrospective study that relied on the 

participants’ memory for data on their dating app usage and relationship initiation 

behaviours. This approach, while the most accessible for a study of this nature, may lead 
to memory bias, affecting the reliability of the data and limiting the depth of analysis, as 
memories may be inaccurate or influenced by external factors. Future research could use 

real dating app data to avoid this problem; not only would this produce more reliable data, 
but it would also allow us to better define initiation behaviours in the context of a specific 
app. 

 
Conclusion 

The current findings suggest that attachment anxiety is associated with increased 

relationship initiation on dating apps among undergraduate students. Although no 
significant relationship was found between attachment avoidance and initiation 
behaviours, this may be due to the unique context of online dating, which differs from 

traditional face-to-face interactions. Given the growing influence of digital platforms on 
modern dating, further research should refine the conceptualization of relationship 
initiation, particularly in the context of dating apps. A more precise understanding of this 

process could enhance the reliability of studies in this area and provide deeper insights 
into how attachment orientations influence romantic interactions in online settings. 
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Abstract 

Previous research has examined fear of crime within university 
campuses as opposed to the surrounding city. This study aimed to fill 
this gap by examining students’ fear of crime beyond the university 
campus, using the idea of familiarity to guide the hypotheses. We 
explored the difference between local and domestic McMaster students’ 
fear of crime in downtown Hamilton Ontario. Additionally, we 
investigated the role of meaningful time spent downtown as a factor that 
impacts students’ fear of crime. Using a mixed-methods approach, 261 
students completed an online survey about their fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton. Quantitative findings revealed no statistically 
significant difference between the two groups, and meaningful time 
spent downtown did not moderate the relationship between group status 
and fear of crime. However, qualitative findings suggested that 
meaningful time may influence qualitative differences in fear of crime. 
These findings indicate that the relationship between meaningful time 
spent in a specific area and fear of crime is more complex than 
previously assumed, with familiarity alone being insufficient in reducing 
fear without deeper place attachment. Ultimately, the findings contribute 
to theoretical discussions on fear of crime while underscoring the 
importance of community integration strategies in enhancing students' 
overall sense of safety in their university's city. 

 
Theoretical Models 

A variety of theoretical perspectives help explain how fear of crime is elicited among 
the general population (Wu & Wen, 2014). The Community Environment model is a 
substantial framework that consists of both the Disorder Model and the Social Ties Model, 
also referred to as the Social Integration Model (Wu & Wen, 2014). The latter focuses on 
an individual’s feeling of connectedness to their neighbourhoods and communities as it 
relates to the fear of crime (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). The Social 
Integration Model suggests that those who feel well-integrated into their communities 
experience less fear of crime compared to those who do not feel integrated (Franklin et 
al., 2008; Lockey et al., 2019). Based on this model we believed that students attending 
their local universities felt more integrated with their city and, therefore, would have a 
lower fear of crime compared to students from another town.  
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The Disorder Model explains how those who perceive their neighbourhood as in a state 
of disarray, including a prominent street population, vandalism, and neglected 
establishments, experience a heightened fear of crime (Camacho Doyle et al., 2021). This 
model is in direct association with the broken windows theory, which states that obvious 
signs of disorder within communities inherently suggest to people that crime is occurring 
in the area– a belief that contributes to one’s fear of crime (Kelling & Wilson, 1982; Sas 
et al., 2022). Experiential evidence from researchers and anecdotes of peers reveal that 
downtown Hamilton exhibits a lot of obvious physical disorder. From a large homeless 
population in the Jackson Square area, to vandalized and deteriorating businesses on 
main streets like King and Main Street, one does not have to look hard to see why 
students may feel fearful based on the Disorder Model. Together, the Community 
Environment model explains how those who do not feel integrated into their communities 
and perceive them as being in a state of disorder experience a heightened fear of crime 
(Franklin et al., 2008). We found this model to be ideal to use as a framework in 
developing our research.  

We additionally considered the vulnerability model to analyze the prevalence of 
students' fear of crime. This model states fear of crime can be encouraged by both that 
real and perceived risk of vulnerability (Alper & Chappell, 2012). For example, women are 
more fearful of crime because they believe they are less able to defend themselves from 
offenders (Wu & Wen, 2014). In this way, individuals believe that a personal aspect of 
their identity makes them particularly vulnerable to crime. This concept is particularly 
relevant to student populations who may have limited access to resources, live away from 
familiar support networks, and/or belong to diverse and historically marginalized groups. 
Intersecting factors such as these may contribute to an increased sense of perceived 
vulnerability. Franklin and colleagues (2008) divided this concept of perceived 
vulnerability into two categories–physical and social vulnerabilities. The earlier example 
of women would fall into the category of physical vulnerabilities, as it pertains to how a 
lack of mobility or strength causes one to believe they cannot sufficiently defend 
themselves from violent attacks. Social vulnerabilities, on the other hand, refer to a variety 
of factors that contribute to one’s victimization, such as living in economically distressed 
neighbourhoods, being in a marginalized group, or being unfamiliar with a certain space 
(Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). These two categories heavily influence 
each individual’s various feelings and perceptions of crime. 

 
The Bubble 

With these models in mind, the university setting provides a unique context for 
analyzing fear of crime because it creates a ‘bubble’ where students can stay and feel 
safe. Due to the many security measures of the university setting such as campus 
security, surveillance, and highly populated areas, students may feel safer compared to 
the city outside of the bubble (Sas et al., 2022). This is especially true for domestic 
students—those who previously did not reside in their university city or who commute—
as they tend to have less familiarity with these areas than local students—those who 
previously lived in their university area. Importantly, this bubble also has the potential to 
hinder students’ integration into local communities because it is a self-contained 
environment that separates students from the rest of the surrounding city (Maier & 
DePrince, 2019). If students feel uncomfortable with their surroundings and remain 
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fearful, this can adversely impact their mental health and general university experiences 
(Daigle et al., 2022; Lane, 2015). With the McMaster University campus being separate 
and distinct from downtown Hamilton, this bubble is intensified and makes for a unique 
case of students’ experiences and fear of crime. 

Existing discussions surrounding the fear of crime in urban areas tend to focus on 
general populations and dismiss subgroups within the larger population (Fisher & May, 
2009; Jacobsen, 2022; Maier & DePrince, 2019). Focusing on a specific group may help 
uncover different patterns in the of fear of crime. While fear of crime on university 
campuses has been studied, there is limited knowledge on university students’ fear of 
crime in relation to their surrounding communities, as well as how time spent in the area 
could inform their fear of crime (Maier & DePrince, 2019). Investigating these gaps in the 
literature with a focus on the bubble is critical in getting a better understanding of students’ 
fear of crime.  

 
Current Study 

This study focused on the difference between local and domestic students’ fear of 
crime in downtown Hamilton, and whether meaningful time spent there influences their 
fear of crime. We wanted to understand how these different McMaster student groups 
perceived the city and their feelings of safety in relation to downtown Hamilton depending 
on their level of integration into the community, potentially fostering a sense of safety and 
enhancing their overall well-being. We hypothesized that local students would have a 
lower fear of crime in downtown Hamilton than domestic students due to their familiarity 
with the area, and that the more meaningful time students spend there, the lower fear of 
crime they would report.  

 
Methods 

Participants  
Participants were 261 McMaster University undergraduate and graduate students who 

were either local to Hamilton, Ontario (N = 59) or domestic, meaning they lived outside of 
Hamilton, Ontario prior to enrollment at McMaster (N = 202). Participants were recruited 
through McMaster’s SONA Research Participation System (N = 156) and through posts 
on social media (Instagram, LinkedIn). Additionally, physical posters were distributed 
around the Westdale and downtown communities, including inside coffee shops and on 
community poster boards. Inclusion criteria required that participants must be (a) a 
current McMaster University student, (b) 18 years of age or older, and (c) able to read 
and speak fluent English. Of the 296 students who entered the study, 35 were excluded 
from the analysis due to not meeting the inclusion criteria. The final sample size consisted 
of 261 McMaster University students. Participants mostly identified as female (77.4%; 
11.1% male, 11.1% nonbinary) and White (53.3%; 13.8% Southeast Asian, 13.4% East 
Asian, 19.5% other groups). Over half of participants identified as straight (59%; 16.5% 
Bisexual, 8% Queer, 12.6% other sexualities). In terms of student demographics, the 
dominant group was second-year undergraduates (34.6%; 26.8% fourth-year 
undergraduates, 26.8% third-year undergraduates, 9.7% other undergraduate and 
graduate years). Finally, the participant sample was made up of mostly 21-year-olds 
(27.6%; 26.8% 19-year-olds, 19.2% 20-year-olds, 13.8% 22-year-olds, and 6.8% other 
ages).  
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Procedure 

Data was collected through an anonymous survey on the website Qualtrics. 
Participants consented and completed the inclusion criteria questions at the beginning of 
the survey and then were asked a series of quantitative and demographic questions, as 
well as four qualitative, open-ended questions. An attention check question (“What 
university is the focus of this study?”) was asked mid-survey to ensure that participants 
were not answering questions randomly. Failure to choose the right answer resulted in 
the dismissal of all data collected in that participant’s responses. The survey took 
approximately 5-20 minutes for most participants to complete. Participants who took the 
survey through SONA received 0.5 SONA credits when they reached the end of the 
survey, and no compensation was provided to those who completed a survey through 
social media posts or physical posters.  
 
Measures 
Local or Domestic  

The primary independent variable in this survey was whether a student was local to 
Hamilton prior to their enrollment at McMaster University, or whether they were domestic 
and lived outside of Hamilton prior to enrollment. To obtain this information, the singular 
item “Did you live in Hamilton prior to enrollment at McMaster University?” was asked. A 
boundary map (Spinney, 2011) was provided that indicates the areas researchers defined 
as Hamilton. This boundary map included Ancaster, Dundas, Flamborough, Glanbrook, 
and Stoney Creek (see Figure 1). Response options were “Yes”, “No”, and “Prefer not to 
answer”.  
 
Figure 1 

Map of Hamilton taken from Spinney (2011). 

  

Meaningful Time Spent 
    Participants also indicated how much meaningful time they spent in downtown 
Hamilton (M = 3.89, SD = 1.53). A boundary map of what researchers considered to be 
the downtown core was provided (see Figure 2). Participants were allowed to define 
meaningful time for themselves, which was an intentional choice made to assess what 
each person considered to be their subjective idea of meaningful time. This independent 
variable was measured through a single-item statement, “During the duration of my time 
enrolled at McMaster University, I have spent a considerable amount of meaningful time 
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in downtown Hamilton,” with responses rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “very untrue 
for me”, 6 = “very true for me”).  
 
Figure 2 

Downtown Hamilton Boundary Map retrieved from Google (n.d.).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fear of Crime 
Participants completed a modified version of the Fear of Crime scale (Etopio & 

Berthelot, 2022) to assess their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton (e.g., “I’m afraid of a 
crime happening to me in downtown Hamilton”, “I feel at risk of being victimized in 
downtown Hamilton”). The modified scale included nine items rated on a 6-point scale (1 
= Very untrue for me, 6 = Very true for me; α = .945). The original scale included an 
additional item that could not be modified to logically involve downtown Hamilton (“Crime 
worries me in my day-to-day life”) and therefore was not used in the fear of crime scale. 
Items were scored such that higher scores indicate a higher fear of crime, and an overall 
fear of crime score was created by averaging all nine items (M = 3.77, SD = 1.09). 
 
Additional Qualitative Measures  

Participants had the option to answer four open-ended qualitative questions at the end 
of the survey. These questions asked participants to elaborate beyond their quantitative 
responses and provide more insight into their fear of crime score. Qualitative questions 

included: 

1) “Considering your experiences in downtown Hamilton, how would you describe 
your feelings of safety while you were there? If you have never been to downtown 
Hamilton, please write “N/A”.” 

2) “Has your fear of being a victim of crime ever prevented you from doing something 
you wanted to do in downtown Hamilton? Please elaborate if you feel comfortable.” 

3) “What influences your feelings about personal safety and fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton?” 

4) “Since coming to McMaster, how have your feelings about personal safety and fear 
of crime in downtown Hamilton changed? What do you think caused that change? 
If they have not changed, please elaborate on why.” 

Ethics 
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This study has been reviewed by the McMaster Research Ethics Board and received 
ethics clearance under project #7231. 

 
Results 

Hypothesis 1 
An independent samples t-test was conducted to examine the differences between 

local and domestic students’ fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. Results showed no 
significant difference between local (M = 3.75, SD = 1.19) and domestic students’ (M = 
3.78, SD = 1.07; t (258) = -.15, p = .878) fear of crime.  

 
Hypothesis 2  

A univariate ANOVA was conducted to investigate whether meaningful time was a 
moderator of the relationship outlined in Hypothesis 1. Results demonstrated that 
meaningful time spent in downtown Hamilton did not moderate the association between 
the two variables (F (1, 256) = .001, p = .976).  

 
Exploratory Quantitative Research  

A bivariate regression was conducted to examine whether meaningful time spent in 
downtown Hamilton, regardless of being a local or domestic student, predicted fear of 
crime. Results revealed that meaningful time spent accounted for 0.7% of the variability 
in fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. Additionally, the model predicted a 0.062 decrease 
in fear with every one-unit increase of meaningful time spent, though this effect was not 
significantly different from zero (t (1) = -1.389, p = 0.166). 

 
Exploratory Qualitative Research  

Exploratory qualitative analyses were conducted to gain deeper insights into 
participants’ beliefs and feelings about their fear of crime beyond the limitations of the 
quantitative scale. A combination of content analysis and thematic analysis was 
conducted on the four open-ended, exploratory questions.  

  Researchers began with an approach more consistent with content analysis, where 
responses were coded for the more binary options they could choose to discuss for each 
question. For the first question, “How would you describe your feelings of safety while you 
were in downtown Hamilton? [...]” responses were categorized into “Safe” and “Unsafe” 
based on the main indication of the response. Far more participants responded that they 
felt unsafe while in downtown Hamilton. Answers to the second question indicated that 
slightly more participants had not been prevented from doing something they wanted to 
in downtown Hamilton due to their fear, while less than half had been prevented. The third 
question investigated the factors that influence participants’ fear in downtown Hamilton; 
very few noted positive influences, whereas most responses discussed negative 
influences. The final question asked how participants’ feelings about downtown Hamilton 
had changed throughout their time at McMaster. Three categories for responses emerged 
rather than two, with most participants expressing that their feelings about downtown 
Hamilton had not changed, fewer reporting their feelings improved, and the least saying 
their feelings had worsened. Table 1 displays these categorizations, with the first column 
of values indicating how many responses in total were coded into each category. This 



  Beyond the Bubble 

McMaster Undergraduate Journal of Social Psychology (2025), 22-36 

28 

type of coding allowed for an understanding of the main leanings of participants’ 
responses, which created a more holistic picture of the data.  

 
Table 1 

Primary Codes for Qualitative Responses 

Q1: “How would you describe your feelings of safety while you were in downtown 
Hamilton? If you have never been to downtown Hamilton, please write “N/A”.” 

Safe 91 35.8% 

Unsafe 163 64.2% 

Q2: “Has fear of being a victim of crime ever prevented you from doing something you 
wanted to do in downtown Hamilton? If you are comfortable, please elaborate.” 

Has prevented 92 40.7% 

Has not prevented 134 59.3% 

Q3: “What factors influence your feelings about personal safety and fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton?” 

Positive influences noted 41 17.8% 

Negative influences noted 189 82.2% 

Q4: “Since coming to McMaster, have your feelings about personal safety and fear of 
crime in downtown Hamilton changed? If so, what do you think caused that change? If 
they have not changed, why do you think they have not changed?” 

Feelings improved 71 30.5% 

Feelings worsened 52 22.3% 

Feelings stayed the same 110 47.2% 

 
The next step in the coding process examined response details using a thematic 

approach to get a broader understanding of themes. These codes were applied across 
all questions because similar themes arose regardless of the question. Some of these 
sub-codes were grouped into larger categories for ease of interpretation, for example, 
codes such as “nighttime/dark,” “alone,” “minority identity,” “gender”, and “specific area” 
were grouped into the “Conditional” category, indicating that a participant’s fear was 
dependant on a certain condition being fulfilled. Responses sub-coded as “nighttime/dark” 
expressed that participants’ feelings of fear in downtown Hamilton had to do with whether 
or not it was dark out, for example,  

[...] I'm fine with going to downtown during the day, but it definitely gets scarier 
at night with limited visibility and fewer people around. For example, if I wanted 
to get food at a restaurant downtown but the sun was setting soon, I would 
decide against it. 
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The “alone” conditional sub-code had to do with participants’ fears being present or 
absent depending on whether or not they are in the presence of others. One participant 
noted,  

“I try not to spend time in downtown Hamilton by myself. If I go through 
downtown Hamilton to do things other than go to McMaster, I usually bring a 
friend or I don't go at all.”  

These two sub-codes were the most coded for. The “minority identity” and “gender” 
sub-codes were similar, both indicating a participant’s response had to do with having a 
vulnerable identity influencing their feelings in downtown Hamilton. The frequency of 
participants mentioning that their feelings came from being a gender minority indicated a 
need to separate the sub-codes for more detail in interpreting results. Lastly, the “specific 
area” sub-code labelled responses where participants expressed that their fears (or lack 
thereof) were associated with a certain physical space within downtown Hamilton.  

Another broader category that commonly emerged was the “Visible Disorder” category, 
which included the sub-codes “people,” “violence,” “environment,” and “miscellaneous.” 
“Visible Disorder” had to do with responses that referenced themes of the Visible Disorder 
or Broken Windows theory. The “people” sub-code referred to responses that mentioned 
the more passive human elements of visible disorder, like homelessness or visible drug 
use. This sub-code was incredibly prevalent in the data, with responses like, 

Not to be stereotypical but there are lots of homeless and intoxicated people 
who often wander downtown at night. Some of which I have happened to come 
across or observe seem aggressive. This does influence my feelings of 
personal safety again as I said my friends and I would not be able to defend 
ourselves. [...] 

Responses sub-coded as “violence” expressed concerns about active acts of violence 
(e.g. petty theft, etc.) or violent items (e.g. knives, guns, etc.) in downtown Hamilton. The 
“environment” sub-code was used to label responses which referenced the physical 
elements of visible disorder, like broken windows or vandalism. All other forms of visible 
disorder that did not conform to the previous sub-codes were classified as 
“miscellaneous.” 

A very common code in the thematic analysis was “Vigilance.” Participants often noted 
that they stayed constantly alert to the possibility of crime while in downtown Hamilton, 
for example,  

I generally feel unsafe, I’m often on edge and frequently survey my 
surroundings to ensure that no one is following or approaching me. I used to 
have to wait downtown for the bus and I would always stand against a wall to 
survey my surroundings because I was scared I would be a victim of a crime[.] 

Not all of these responses indicated the presence of fear, many participants expressed 
that vigilance allowed them to navigate downtown Hamilton without fear of crime.  

Another code that frequently arose was “Meaningful Time Spent,” which was coded 
when participants expressed that their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton had to do with 
how often they spent purposeful or important time there. One participant detailed,  

I came to Hamilton and was immediately told of the dangers of downtown. I 
have come to love downtown and feel that personal experience over the years, 
becoming comfortable and familiar with the area and developing a better 
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relationship with the space have contributed to the evolution of my feelings 
about downtown. 

This code had serious implications for the study, as the secondary hypothesis revolves 
around how meaningful time spent in downtown Hamilton affects people’s fear of crime.  

 The code, “Independent Personal Beliefs,” was frequently coded, and it referred to 
comments made by participants that expressed a personal understanding of elements of 
crime. This often had to do with feelings about crime statistics or the likelihood of 
victimization, for example, a participant stated, 

I know that generally when crime occurs it's usually not random, I try to rely on 
statistics regarding that. People hear about all kinds of stuff, but most of the 
people getting stabbed or robbed downtown are wrapped up in stuff that goes 
far beyond that single incident. Press loves to strip these things of context. 

This individual had independent personal interpretations of crime statistics and 
scenarios surrounding violent incidents and even had certain beliefs about media 
surrounding crime. This code allowed researchers to understand that participants’ fear of 
crime was often situated within their preexisting perception of the world.  

The final significant code was “Word of Mouth,” which was coded when participants 
stated that their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton had to do with hearing other people’s 
perspectives of the area. For example, one participant stated, 

I would say it took me a while to venture into downtown Hamilton, because of 
all the warnings I received from upper years I knew, so the fear and the stigma 
prevented me from exploring that part of Hamilton in my first year. 

The frequency of this code confirmed the personal experiences of the researchers, 
who had frequently witnessed other students expressing disdain about downtown 
Hamilton. By understanding that word-of-mouth comments can influence students’ fear 
of crime, one can begin to understand what kinds of changes in student life could help 
them feel safer in the city. For example, McMaster University could host a panel of alumni 
who chose to stay in Hamilton to share their positive experiences with current students. 
This depth and exploration in the findings are what motivated the researchers to engage 
in the qualitative side of this research.  

 
Discussion 

Despite the plethora of research studying fear of crime in urban environments (Curtis, 
2012; Fox & Hellman, 1985; Maier & DePrince, 2019; Schweitzer et al., 1999), a 
significant gap remains in understanding how personal, meaningful engagement with 
specific areas shapes perceptions of safety. Moreover, while current research on post-
secondary student populations focusses on their fear of crime on campus (Fisher & May 
2009; Jacobsen, 2022; Maier & DePrince, 2019), there is very little which addresses off-
campus fear of crime, and none which looks at differences between local and domestic 
students. This study attempts to address and expand upon this gap in the literature by 
investigating whether there are differences between local and domestic McMaster 
University students’ fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. We additionally considered the 
amount of meaningful time spent in the downtown core of Hamilton as a moderating 
factor. Based on the Social Integration Model, which suggests a relationship between the 
level of integration and feelings of safety in a community (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin 
et al., 2008), we hypothesized that local students would report lower fear of crime than 
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domestic students (H1) and that spending meaningful time downtown would reduce 
students’ fear of crime (H2).  

Contrary to our predictions, our quantitative results produced no significant findings for 
either hypothesis, providing evidence that there are no differences between local and 
domestic McMaster students’ fear of crime. However, qualitative findings supported our 
second hypothesis and provided compelling insights into both students’ perceptions of 
their safety and the social factors that influence this evaluation. Consistent with our 
hypothesis, some students explicitly stated that spending meaningful time downtown 
helped to reduce their fear of crime, even though this effect was not reflected in the 
quantitative data. Though these findings were ultimately exploratory, our qualitative 
research helps to provide a deeper understanding of how students conceptualize, 
experience, and discuss their fear of crime. Moreover, we believe it helps to explain and 
broaden our understanding of our quantitative findings and emphasizes the usefulness of 
taking a mixed-methods approach to research, especially when dealing with subjective 
and nuanced ideas such as fear.  

Interpretations 

The lack of significance in the quantitative data suggests that the relationship between 
meaningful time spent and fear of crime may not be as straightforward as we initially 
thought. Our study solely looked at familiarity in the context of meaningful time spent, 
which we found was not a significant indicator of McMaster students' fear of crime 
downtown. However, it is possible that if we instead looked at place attachment (Altman 
& Low, 1992; Ujang, 2008; Zahnow & Tsai, 2019), we may have come across more 
significant findings. It has become clear that a distinction between familiarity and place 
attachment is important to consider. Familiarity is practical knowledge that is developed 
passively through routines that does not include a positive or negative emotional quality 
and does not necessarily consist of a sense of belonging or a personal stake in the area 
(Felder, 2021). While simply being in an area may contribute to a sense of familiarity, this 
alone is not enough to decrease fear of crime. Consequently, individuals may physically 
go downtown but still feel unsafe while they are there. For instance, a student who 
frequently walks through a downtown area may feel familiar with the layout and general 
atmosphere but still may not develop a meaningful connection to it. A student wrote that 
“my feelings about personal safety have not changed, I have lived in Hamilton my whole 
life and I have always thought of downtown Hamilton as being less safe than Hamilton on 
the mountain, [...].” Despite their familiarity, this student’s fear of crime remained high. In 
contrast, someone who actively engages with the community by attending events and 
participating in local culture may be able to look past negative influences such as word of 
mouth.  

I didn’t know much about Hamilton before coming [to McMaster]. First year 
they made it seem really bad but then as time went on I explored by myself 
and with friends and really lowkey fell in love with Hamilton. There’s a lot of fun 
activities, cute restaurants, and art crawl!! Hamilton isn’t an unsafe city in my 
head. I like it and I feel okay living here. 

Going to events and having positive, community-oriented experiences leads to the 
development of place attachment. Place attachment, first conceptualized by Kasarda and 
Janowitz (1974), refers to the expansion of an emotional bond between an individual and 
a specific place or environmental setting, which is expressed through beliefs, behaviours, 
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and emotions (Altman & Low, 1992; Ujang, 2008; Zahnow & Tsai, 2019). Not only is place 
attachment more widely researched, but–as pointed out by Zahnow and Tsai (2019)–it 
may be particularly critical for disordered neighbourhoods. As many participants noted 
that downtown Hamilton contained physical disorder, it makes sense that familiarity with 
the environment alone would not be enough to facilitate a decrease in fear of crime. A 
genuinely positive place attachment may be necessary in reducing fear of crime for a 
disordered area such as downtown Hamilton. Ultimately, this is an important avenue to 
consider for future research on the integration of university students into the communities 
surrounding their campuses.  

 
Theoretical Implications 

Our findings contribute to and align with both facets of the Community Environment 
model, providing support for the dual influence of social integration and disorder. Despite 
previous research that indicates greater social integration is associated with lower fear of 
crime (Franklin et al., 2008), our quantitative results did not show a meaningful connection 
between these variables. However, our qualitative findings did provide evidence that 
supports this model, offering some valuable insights into the nuances of social integration 
in this context. Our finding that students who engaged in meaningful time in downtown 
Hamilton reported a reduction in their fear of crime aligns with the Social Integration 
Model’s core proposition that a high sense of belonging and attachment to a community 
reduces fear of crime (Adams & Serpe, 2000; Franklin et al., 2008). Additionally, our 
research explores a potentially novel avenue by considering the concept of the campus 
bubble. This concept raises important questions about whether meaningful social 
integration with one’s city can occur if people are confined to a limited environment. Our 
findings provide support for the idea that without venturing beyond the perceived safety 
of campus, students may struggle to develop the level of integration necessary for 
reduced fear of crime in the broader city. As one student explained, “I have a consistent 
belief that downtown Hamilton is dangerous and I believe that this has not changed 
because I have not tried going down there myself to prove myself wrong.” 

Our research also ran consistent with the Disorder Model of crime, including Broken 
Windows theory. The core premise of Disorder Models suggests that visible cues play a 
significant role in people’s fear evaluations. We found that visible disorder was a very 
prevalent theme in our qualitative response set. People most notably referred to the 
presence of unhoused individuals, environmental conditions such as deteriorated 
buildings, and witnessing public acts of violence as indicators of neighbourhood 
disorganization and unsafety. These indications of disorder align with the broken windows 
theory, which suggests that signs of neglect and disorder are symbolic of the increased 
presence of criminal activity (Kelling & Wilson, 1982; Sas et al., 2022). This finding 
underscores the importance of addressing neighbourhood deterioration in improving 
perceptions of safety, reaffirming the concepts presented by these models.  

Qualitative findings also provided support for the vulnerability model, which suggests 
that fear is highly impacted by both situational and contextual factors which shape an 
individual’s sense of safety (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Brunton-Smith & Jackson, 2012; 
Franklin et al., 2008; Wu & Wen, 2014). A key insight from our qualitative data was that 
students evaluate their vulnerability as contingent on certain conditions being met. 
Students reported that being alone, it being nighttime or poorly lit, being part of a visible 
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minority group, and travelling to specific areas (e.g. Jackson Square, bus shelters, etc.) 
were all conditions they attached to their sense of fear. These external cues shaped 
students’ situational fear, giving evidence to the model’s premise that fear of crime is 
socially constructed and context-specific (Franklin et al., 2008). On the other hand, 
physical vulnerability is associated with an individual’s perceived capacity to defend 
themself (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). Gender emerged as a significant 
factor in our analyses, with female students frequently identifying their gender as central 
to their sense of vulnerability downtown. This aligned with the vulnerability model’s 
assertion that those who perceive themselves as less capable of defending themselves 
will experience heightened levels of fear (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). 
However, our results indicated that this fear went beyond the capability to self-defend. 
Gender was also associated with social vulnerability, as female students identified 
themselves as at increased risk of unwanted advances from men. Ultimately, our study’s 
findings provide support for the vulnerability model by demonstrating that fear is context-
dependent, challenging the notion that objective crime is the only influence on people’s 
fear (Brunton-Smith & Jackson, 2012).  

Together, the findings of this study not only contribute to theoretical dialogues within 
the field but also hold practical significance for community integration strategies. This may 
be useful for student outreach programs, which could attempt to address students’ fear 
of crime by facilitating increased student presence downtown.  

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

The lack of quantitative significance, despite notable qualitative findings, highlights 
several methodological issues which may have impacted our results. First, our 
operationalization of meaningful time did not account for different types of engagement 
with downtown Hamilton, which may have resulted in an ambiguity bias in our results. 
That is, by allowing students to self-define meaningful time, we may have inadvertently 
captured a wide range of interpretations, weakening the overall consistency of our data. 
Additionally, asking students to self-report the amount of meaningful time they spent 
downtown left responses vulnerable to both central tendency bias, where students opt for 
neutral or middle-leaning responses as opposed to the extremes, as well as recall bias, 
as students may have struggled to accurately estimate their amount of meaningful time 
spent downtown. Future research should aim to address the methodological issues 
associated with the current study by using more nuanced approaches which better 
capture the complexity of engagement while minimizing response biases. 

Secondly, our initial choice of comparison groups was flawed. Our study ran under the 
premise that grouping students based on whether they are local to Hamilton or domestic 
from other areas would show substantial differences in fear of crime, but the lack of 
significant findings suggests that these groups were not relevant. If this study were to be 
run again in the future, we would advise reconsidering the groups examined or providing 
a more well-defined boundary for who is local to Hamilton to ensure more consistency in 
responses. Moreover, our sample size may not have been sufficient to detect small effect 
sizes between these groups.  

Even further, this study’s scope was very narrow and did not account for external 
influences such as the role of the environment or social identity on students’ fear of crime. 
Given that the responses from our qualitative questions and both the Disorder and 
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Vulnerability model support the influence of context on people’s experiences of fear of 
crime, it would be beneficial to examine these influences in future research. For example, 
further research may aim to broaden the scope of the study to better understand the 
relationship between place attachment and fear of crime. Based on our qualitative 
findings, we believe that examining the role of external influences, such as environmental 
factors and social identity, may have a meaningful impact on the significance of the 
results. Additionally, accounting for specific experiences such as personal victimization 
may provide a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the relationship at 
hand. 

Lastly, the representativeness and generalizability of the sample is limited, as our study 
involved only students attending McMaster University, who may not accurately reflect the 
broader population’s fear of crime or demographic makeup. Future research could 
address generalizability limitations by examining different university populations and 
considering the role of both separate and integrated campuses and downtown areas. 
Finally, it is our belief that longitudinal research may be the best way to measure this 
potential relationship, as it would enable researchers to examine whether fear of crime 
changes with repeated exposure.  

 
Conclusion 

This research has deepened our understanding of the McMaster University student 
population’s fear of crime within downtown Hamilton. These new insights form a baseline 
for future research on university student populations and their community integration. 
Future iterations of this study could lead to initiatives helping students push beyond 
McMaster University’s restrictive bubble and feel more at home in Hamilton.  
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Abstract 
Forgiveness is often viewed as a positive interpersonal quality 
associated with stronger relationships and better psychological well-
being. However, the outcomes of forgiveness may vary depending on 
individual personality traits. This cross-sectional study explored the 
relationship between forgiveness, self-esteem and how 
agreeableness moderates this relationship. We hypothesized that 
when agreeableness is high, forgiveness will also be high, resulting in 
low self-esteem. Participants (N = 138) completed self-report 
measures of the traits forgiveness, self-esteem, and agreeableness 
through an online survey. We used a moderated regression analysis 
to examine whether agreeableness has an impact on the relationship 
between forgiveness and self-esteem. Results showed that higher 
levels of forgiveness were positively associated with higher self-
esteem, but agreeableness did not moderate this relationship. In our 
exploratory analysis, we found that agreeableness was positively 
related to self-esteem when using the Forgiveness of Others subscale. 
However, agreeableness did not significantly moderate the 
relationship between forgiveness of others and self-esteem. Future 
research may benefit from investigating people-pleasing tendencies 
more directly to better understand when forgiveness is empowering 
versus compromising. These insights can help guide future research 
by highlighting which behavioural factors meaningfully influence 
forgiveness and which do not. 

 

Introduction 

Social relationships are fundamental to the human experience, and forgiveness 
plays a vital role in repairing them after a transgression (Tirrell, 2021). Our study seeks 
to explore how forgiveness can impact one’s well-being. We were particularly 
interested in how forgiveness influences self-esteem, especially among individuals 
who may forgive to maintain harmony rather than to achieve genuine resolution. More 
specifically, our research explores how a tendency towards agreeableness shapes the 
relationship between forgiveness and self-esteem. This perspective offers insight into 
how forgiveness may relate to an individual’s sense of self-worth in contexts involving 
interpersonal dynamics.  
 
Forgiveness 

Forgiveness is a broad concept that, in our research, encompasses self-
forgiveness, situational forgiveness, and the forgiveness of others (Yamhure 
Thompson et al., 2005). At its core, forgiveness serves to resolve transgressions by 
transforming negative feelings toward others into more neutral or positive emotions 
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(Tirrell, 2021). While contemporary research often highlights the psychological and 
relational benefits of forgiveness, it is important to note that this concept is not always 
viewed positively. Some historical philosophical perspectives, such as those of 
Nietzsche, have framed forgiveness as a potential sign of weakness, suggesting that 
it may reflect passivity or a lack of self-respect (Tirrell, 2021). This perspective 
suggests that forgiveness may stem from desires for personal ease or comfort, 
overshadowing higher goals, such as the maintenance of self-respect or justice 
(Turner, 2025). Forgiveness is a core component of repairing relationships with the self 
and others, and practicing it can increase psychological well-being, as well as decrease 
anger and anxiety (Freedman, 2018). Not practicing forgiveness can lead to stress, 
depression, and other negative outcomes (Kim et al., 2022). Research on the 
outcomes of forgiveness is conflicting, which underscores the complexity of the 
concept (Kim et al., 2022). 

Existing research on forgiveness produces mixed findings. Some studies highlight 
forgiveness as a psychologically adaptive process that aids emotional regulation, 
improves relationships, and promotes well-being, thereby strengthening self-worth 
(Tiwari et al., 2023). In such contexts, forgiving may reflect resilience and a sense of 
secure self-concept. However, other research provides a more nuanced perspective, 
suggesting that forgiveness can have adverse consequences on self-esteem (Luchies 
et al., 2010). Specifically, over-forgiveness, defined as the tendency to forgive to 
reduce interpersonal tension despite not feeling ready to do so, has been associated 
with diminished self-respect (Luchies et al., 2010). These mixed findings suggest that 
forgiveness does not universally promote self-worth and can be disempowering under 
certain conditions.  

When individuals forgive to resolve conflict rather than out of genuine readiness, 
they are likely engaging in people-pleasing tendencies, which are behaviours aimed at 
appeasing others, at one’s own expense (Luchies et al., 2010). This form of compliance 
may undermine self-esteem (Luchies et al., 2010). Due to research producing 
conflicting results on the relationship between self-esteem and forgiveness, we seek 
to fill the gap. Research has depicted that depending on the type of forgiveness, 
correlations among personality traits such as agreeableness vary. For example, 
neuroticism can be a predictor of self-forgiveness, while agreeableness has been a 
predictor of other forms of forgiveness (Ross et al., 2004). Our research has evaluated 
individuals' total levels of forgiveness to develop a more comprehensive 
understanding. Research can be beneficial in understanding how forgiveness does not 
always elicit positive self-esteem outcomes.  
 
Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem reflects one’s inner value and strongly influences their willingness to 
forgive (Tiwari et al., 2023). For at-risk adolescents deemed deviant, education on 
forgiveness was able to heighten their self-esteem and overall well-being (Freedman, 
2018). Higher self-esteem tends to promote greater levels of forgiveness, enabling 
individuals to adopt compassionate perspectives towards themselves and others, 
which in turn, enhances subjective well-being (Tiwari et al., 2023). Conversely, low 
self-esteem has shown to diminish the likelihood of forgiveness, as individuals may 
perceive transgressions as more threatening and struggle to reconcile with personal 
offences (Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2014; Tiwari et al., 2023; Yao et al., 2017). Withholding 
forgiveness can strengthen self-respect, particularly when the offender has not 
expressed genuine remorse (Luchies et al., 2010). In such situations, choosing not to 
forgive may help individuals protect their sense of self-worth and heighten feelings of 
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personal value (Luchies et al., 2010). Because forgiveness and self-esteem each vary 
depending on the context, the relationship between the two often produces mixed 
findings. The majority of research focuses on how self-esteem affects an individual's 
willingness to forgive (Yao et al., 2017). However, a gap remains when exploring how 
forgiveness impacts self-esteem with agreeableness as a moderator. 
 
Agreeableness 

Despite its relevance in personality models and theories, agreeableness is not 
frequently regarded as a key personality trait compared to other dimensions of the Big 
Five (Wilmot & Ones, 2022). Agreeableness is distinguished from other personality 
traits because it relies on social interactions, resulting in more flexibility (Wilmot & 
Ones, 2022). Agreeableness is commonly associated with likability and friendliness, 
yet it encompasses individual differences in traits such as altruism, cooperation, and 
honesty (Wilmot & Ones, 2022). Agreeableness also shapes people’s motivation to 
cultivate positive relationships, empathize with others’ perspectives, and align personal 
goals with those of others (Graziano & Tobin, 2002).  

Agreeableness is not a neutral personality trait, but one that carries an inherently 
positive social value (Graziano & Tobin, 2002). Research suggests that individuals who 
score high in agreeableness are more likely to exhibit behaviours that make them well-
liked and accepted in social settings (Graziano & Tobin, 2002). Agreeableness scores 
vary across different contexts, suggesting that it is not a fixed trait, but one that can be 
adjusted to enhance social desirability (Graziano & Tobin, 2002). There is a well-
established positive correlation between agreeableness and forgiveness, with those 
who are higher in agreeableness being more likely to forgive (Strelan, 2007). This 
raises the question of whether agreeableness can lead to people-pleasing behaviours 
when individuals decide to forgive others.  

Agreeableness has been studied as a moderator for entitlement and forgiveness, 
showing that highly entitled individuals tend to be less agreeable, reducing their 
likelihood of forgiving others (Strelan, 2007). However, the extent to which 
agreeableness moderates other variables, such as forgiveness and self-esteem, has 
not been researched extensively. Furthermore, research has shown that those with 
low self-esteem and high agreeableness are motivated to repair negative moods when 
it benefits others (Cortes et al., 2019). While previous research has been hesitant to 
define agreeableness as a fundamental personality dimension, it remains crucial to 
study due to its pervasive role in social perception and cognition (Graziano et al.,1994). 
 

Current Study 
Our study aims to address a gap in the existing research on the relationship between 

forgiveness and self-esteem. We seek to learn if agreeableness is a moderating factor 
between the two and identify any possible correlations. The link between the three 
factors is currently unexplored, as prior research has only examined two at a time. 
Previous studies suggest that individuals high in agreeableness are more likely to 
forgive (Wang, 2008), which may be caused by people-pleasing tendencies. These 
findings highlight the complexity of forgiveness and self-esteem, suggesting that 
additional factors, such as emotional regulation or social expectations, may shape this 
relationship. Thus, given that agreeableness is closely tied to maintaining social 
harmony, we hypothesize that when agreeableness and forgiveness are high, self-
esteem will be low in situations where individuals forgive out of wanting to please 
others. 
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Methods 

Participants 
Given the recruitment methods, it is likely that many participants were students at 

McMaster University. People were recruited through social media platforms such as 
Instagram and LinkedIn, physical posters displayed across the McMaster campus, and 
the SONA online experiment management system. The inclusion criteria for this study 
required participants to be at least 18 years old, fluent in reading and writing English, 
capable of self-assessing their trait levels using the provided measures and have 
online accessibility. To be included in the final analysis, participants had to provide 
informed consent, complete all items on the three measures used (the Big Five 
Inventory Scale, Heartland Forgiveness Scale, and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale), and correctly respond to all four attention checks. This project received ethics 
approval from the McMaster Research Ethics Board (#7231). 

Using the G*Power software, we conducted two power analysis tests to determine 
the sample size needed to detect a statistically significant effect in our study. To yield 
a small effect size between 0.1 and 0.3, 395 participants were needed. To yield a 
medium effect size between 0.3 and 0.5, 55 participants were needed, which suggests 
a meaningful relationship exists, although not an especially strong one. This indicates 
that our target sample size should be between 55-395 participants. A total of 194 
participants initially entered the study. Following data cleaning, fifty-six participants 
were excluded for not meeting the required inclusion criteria. Two participants were 
removed for not providing consent, and fifty-four for failing to or incorrectly answering 
the attention check questions. The final sample for analysis consisted of 138 
participants.  

Most participants were recruited through social media and campus posters, with no 
incentives provided (71.7%). Additionally, a portion of participants were recruited 
through the SONA online experiment management system, which is available in 
various undergraduate courses as a means for students to earn course credit. This 
study was listed on SONA, allowing students to participate in exchange for 0.5 SONA 
credits, translating to 0.5% extra course credit. Participants recruited through SONA 
had two options if they wished to withdraw from the study. They could either exit the 
study without submitting their response, forfeiting their participation credit, or, if they 
provided consent, they could skip the remaining questions and submit the survey while 
still receiving credit. Of the 138 participants included in the final analysis, n = 39 
completed the study through SONA (28.3%). 

Demographic data was collected to understand the generalizability of this study. 
Participants who entered this study were obtained from the general adult population 
and ranged in age from 18 to 64 years old (M = 26.7, SD = 11.62). Out of 138 
participants, the sample was dominated by women (76.8%), with the remainder being 
men (18.8%), non-binary (3.6%), and genderqueer (0.7%). Sexual orientation was 
reported to be heterosexual (65.9%), bisexual (18.8%), lesbian (4.3%), pansexual 
(4.3%), questioning (2.9%), queer (1.4%), asexual (1.4%), and gay (0.7%). In addition, 
many participants reported that they were currently single (46.4%), attending school 
full time (57.9%), and were completing or had already completed a four-year college 
or university degree or program (37%). 

Participants were primarily European/White (65.9%), the remaining participants 
reported their ethnicity as East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Taiwanese, Japanese, Korean, 
etc.) (12.3%), South Asian (e.g., Afghan, Nepali, Tamil, Bangladeshi, Pakistani, Indian, 
Sri Lankan, Punjabi) (10.1%), West Asian (e.g., Iraqi, Jordanian, Palestinian, Saudi, 
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Syrian, Yemeni, Armenian, Iranian, Israeli, Turkish) (6.5%), African/Black (including 
African-American, African-Canadian, Caribbean) (5.1%), Southeast Asian (e.g., 
Vietnamese, Thai, Cambodian, Malaysian, Filipino/a, Laotian, Singaporean, 
Indonesian) (5.1%), Indo-Caribbean, Latin, South or Central American (2.9%), and 
Indigenous within Canada (e.g., First Nation, Métis, Inuit) (2.2%). Options were 
included for Indo-African, Indo-Fijian, West-Indian, or Polynesian (e.g., Samoans, 
Tongan, Niuean, Cook Island Māori, Tahitian Mā’ohi, Hawaiian Mā’oli, Marquesan, 
New Zealand Māori), although no participants reported their race or ethnicity as such. 
Refer to Table 1 for additional demographic information. 
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Table 1 
 
Demographic Information: Age, Relationship Status, Employment Status, and 
Education Level 
 

Variable  n % 

Age 18 - 29 112 81.2 

 30 - 39 4 2.9 

 40 - 49 7 5.1 

 50 - 59 13 9.4 

 60 - 69 2 1.4 

Relationship Status Single 64 46.4 

 Dating my current partner exclusively  41 29.7 

 Common-law (e.g., living in a conjugal relationship 
with a person who is not your married spouse) 

4 2.9 

 Engaged 3 2.2 

 Married 24 17.4 

Relationship Status: Prefer 
to self-describe 

Casual dating (dating multiple people) 1 0.7 

Current Employment 
Status 

Working full time 33 23.9 

Working part time 58 42.0 

 Unemployed (not working but looking for work) 15 10.9 

 Not working and not looking for work 5 3.6 

 Going to school full time 80 57.9 

 Going to school part time 4 2.9 

Current Employment 
Status is not on the 
provided list (please 
specify): 

Retired 1 0.7 

Seasonal work 1 0.7 

Highest Level of Education Less than high school 1 0.7 

High school/GED 27 19.6 

 Some college/technical school/university 41 29.7 

 2-year college/technical school/university 15 10.9 
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Procedure 

Data collection for this cross-sectional observational study did not target a specific 
sub-population, as participants were drawn from the general adult population. The 
study was conducted through the online survey platform Qualtrics, with data collection 
occurring between January 27th, 2025, and February 16th, 2025. Eligible and 
consenting participants completed an anonymous online survey, which took 15-30 
minutes to complete. All survey responses remain anonymous, containing no 
identifiable information. 

The survey consisted of multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions, utilizing pre-
existing scales to measure forgiveness, self-esteem, and agreeableness. Forgiveness 
was measured using the (1) Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS), self-esteem was 
assessed with the (2) Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), and agreeableness was 
measured with the (3) Big Five Inventory Scale (BFI). To ensure participant 
attentiveness, four attention check questions were embedded throughout the survey. 
Additionally, demographic questions were included to assess the generalizability of the 
sample, including age, gender, sexual orientation, relationship status, race/ethnicity, 
employment status, and level of education. 

 
Measures 
Forgiveness 

Forgiveness was measured using the Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS) 
(Yamhure Thompson et al., 2005), a widely used measure that evaluates an 
individual's overall tendency to forgive. The HFS consists of three subscales, each 
capturing a distinct dimension of forgiveness: (1) Forgiveness of Self, (2) Forgiveness 
of Others, and (3) Forgiveness of Situations. The scale also includes a Total 
Forgiveness score, which reflects overall forgiveness tendencies. The HFS contains 
eighteen items, with each subscale comprising six items. Responses are rated on a 7-
point Likert scale (1 = almost always false of me, 7 = almost always true of me). Of the 
eighteen items, nine are reverse scored and nine remain the same score rated by the 
participant. 

Participants responded to items such as "learning from bad things that I've done 
helps me get over them" (non-reverse scored) and "I hold grudges against myself for 
negative things I’ve done" (reverse scored). Scores for each subscale were calculated 
by summing the respective six items, and the Total Forgiveness was obtained by 
summing all eighteen items. Higher scores indicate greater levels of forgiveness, while 
lower scores suggest lower levels of forgiveness. On this scale, scores range from a 
minimum of eighteen to a maximum of 126. In the present study, participant scores 
ranged from 30-120 and reported average levels of forgiveness, with the scale 
demonstrating good reliability. Please refer to Table 2 to view the descriptive statistics 
for this scale and correlations between variables.  

The Heartland Forgiveness Scale includes three subscales measuring distinct 
dimensions of forgiveness: (1) Forgiveness of Self (sum of items 1-6), (2) Forgiveness 

degree/diploma (e.g., AA, AS) 

 4-year college/university degree (e.g., BA, BS) 51 37 

 Master’s degree (MA, MS, MEng, MBA) 2 1.4 

 Doctorate degree (e.g., PhD, EdD) 1 0.7 
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of Others (sum of items 7-12), and (3) Forgiveness of Situations (sum of items 13-18). 
The Forgiveness of Others subscale focuses on the shift of negative attitudes toward 
others (Ascioglu Onal & Yalcin, 2017) and is strongly associated with interpersonal 
traits such as empathy (Turnage et al., 2012). Scores range from a minimum of six to 
a maximum of forty-two. In the present study, participant scores on this subscale 
ranged from 8-42 indicating average levels of forgiveness of others, with the scale 
demonstrating good reliability. Refer to Table 4 to view the descriptive statistics for this 
subscale and correlations between variables.  

 
Self-Esteem  

Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) (Avison 
& Rosenberg, 1981), one of the most widely used and validated measures of self-
esteem (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1991). The 10-item scale does not contain subscales 
and was originally developed as a Guttman scale. However, this study used the 
adapted version where items are scored as a Likert scale. On average, responses are 
rated on a 4-point Likert scale where (0= strongly agree, 3 = strongly disagree). 
However, this study assigned values of 1-4 for all items, so responses were rated on 
a 4-point Likert scale where (1 = strongly agree, 4 = strongly disagree).  

The RSE consists of five reverse-score items and five non-reverse-scored items. 
Participants responded to items such as "on the whole, I am satisfied with myself" (non-
reverse scored) and "at times I think I am no good at all" (reverse scored). Total self-
esteem scores were calculated by summing all ten items, with higher scores indicating 
greater levels of self-esteem. Traditional RSE scoring is based on a 0-3 scale, although 
for this study, thresholds were adapted to the 1-4 scale where scores ranged from a 
minimum of ten to a maximum of forty. In the present study, participants’ scores ranged 
from 10-40 and reported average levels of self-esteem, with the scale demonstrating 
excellent reliability. Refer to Table 2 to view the descriptive statistics for this scale and 
correlations between variables.  

 
Agreeableness 

Agreeableness was measured using the Big Five Inventory (BFI) (John & 
Srivastava, 1999). This scale is the most widely used scale to measure the Big Five 
personality traits because of its accepted reliability and validity (Fossati et al., 2011). 
The BFI consists of 44 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = disagree a lot, 5 = 
agree a lot) and includes five subscales measuring agreeableness, extraversion, 
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness. 

For this study, the Agreeableness subscale was used which consists of nine items, 
four of which were reverse scored. Participants responded to statements such as “has 
a forgiving nature” (non-reverse scored) and “tends to find fault with others” (reverse 
scored). Scores for the Agreeableness subscale were summed to produce a total 
score, with higher scores indicating greater levels of agreeableness. On this scale, 
scores can range from a minimum of nine to a maximum of forty-five. In the present 
study, participant scores ranged from 22-45 and reported high levels of agreeableness, 
with the scale demonstrating acceptable reliability. Refer to Table 2 to view the 
descriptive statistics for this scale and correlations between variables. 

 
Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

After completing each of the three measures used in this study, participants 
displayed high levels of agreeableness, average levels of forgiveness, and average 
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levels of self-esteem. A two-tailed test with a confidence interval of 95% was used to 
detect correlations between the total scores for forgiveness, agreeableness, and self-
esteem. The two-tailed test was used to detect correlations regardless of their 
direction, and significant correlations were found between each of the variables. Refer 
to Table 2 for the descriptive statistics and correlations between each of the scales 
used.  

Table 2 
 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Study Variables 

  Descriptives and Reliability Correlations 

 Variable M SD 𝛼 1 2 3 

1. Forgiveness 82.02 15.88 0.87 –   

2. Agreeableness 34.99 5.12 0.73 .45** –  

3. Self-Esteem 29.05 6.07 0.92 .53** .28** – 

Note. **correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 

Analytic Approach 

Moderated Regression Model 
All three variables examined in this study are continuous. Therefore, a moderated 

regression model was used to analyse how the relationship between forgiveness 
(predictor) and self-esteem (outcome) varies when agreeableness is input as a 
moderator. A between-subjects design was utilized, as the study focused on individual 
differences. To accurately conclude what was higher or lower levels of forgiveness, 
self-esteem, and agreeableness, relative to average levels, the transformation 
technique of grand-mean centring was applied. This involved taking each individual 
score and subtracting the average across all individual elements, to compare how 
individual scores on the scale range in comparison to the representative variable for 
each category.  

A hierarchical moderated regression model was conducted to examine the 
relationship between forgiveness (predictor), agreeableness (moderator), and self-
esteem (outcome). An initial model was conducted where the independent variable 
and moderator were included as predictors of self-esteem, and they significantly 
predicted the outcome (F (2, 135) = 25.88, p < .001), accounting for 27.7% of the 
variance in the outcome variable of self-esteem. Specifically, when both variables were 
included in the model, forgiveness significantly predicted self-esteem, but 
agreeableness did not. In the follow-up model, which included the interaction term 
between forgiveness and agreeableness, this interaction was not significant. This 
indicates that agreeableness did not moderate the relationship between forgiveness 
and self-esteem. Table 3 displays the moderated regression analysis used to examine 
the relationships between forgiveness (predictor), and agreeableness (moderator), on 
self-esteem in model one, and the interaction of forgiveness multiplied by 
agreeableness on self-esteem to view the moderating effect of agreeableness in model 
two. Figure 1 displays a graphical representation of the moderated regression model.  
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Table 3 
 
Moderated Regression Model 

 

Model Variable B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

1 Forgiveness on 
Self-Esteem 

3.45 .56 .50 6.13 < .001*** 

 Agreeableness 
on Self-Esteem 

.53 .87 .10 .61 .543 

2 Forgiveness by 
Agreeableness 
on Self-Esteem 

1.10 .783 .10 1.41 .161 

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.  

Figure 1 

 
Moderated Regression Model 
 

 
 

 
Exploratory Analyses 

Our hypothesis did not focus on any specific dimension of forgiveness when 
examining how agreeableness moderates the relationship between forgiveness and 
self-esteem. Previous research has shown that the Forgiveness of Others subscale 
found within the Heartland Forgiveness Scale is correlated with agreeableness 
(Strelan, 2007; Turnage et al., 2012), possibly due to its focus on interpersonal 
relations (Charzyńska et al., 2025), much like agreeableness. An exploratory analysis 
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was conducted after running the initial moderated model to assess whether the 
Forgiveness of Others subscale of the HFS would yield a significant effect in the 
moderated regression model. 

In the present study, the sample reported average levels of forgiveness of others. A 
two-tailed test with a confidence interval of 95% was used to detect correlations 
between the total scores for forgiveness of others, agreeableness, and self-esteem. 
Significant correlations were found between forgiveness of others and agreeableness, 
as well as between agreeableness and self-esteem, but no significant correlation was 
found between forgiveness of others and self-esteem. Refer to Table 4 to view the 
descriptive statistics and correlations between the total scores of each of the scales 
used.  

 

Table 4 

 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Study Variables 

  Descriptives and Reliability Correlations 

 Variable M SD 𝛼 1 2 3 

1. Forgiveness of 
Others 

27.52 6.90 0.84 –   

2. Agreeableness 34.99 5.12 0.73 .444** –  

3. Self-Esteem 29.05 6.07 0.92 .125 .276** – 

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05. 

Using the same model-building approach, a hierarchical moderated regression 
analysis was conducted with forgiveness of others as the predictor, agreeableness as 
the moderator, and self-esteem as the outcome. The model significantly predicted self-
esteem, (F (2, 135) = 5.58, p = .005), accounting for 7.6% of the variance in the 
outcome variable of self-esteem. Specifically, when both variables were included in the 
model, the opposite effect was found from the initial model. Forgiveness of others did 
not significantly predict self-esteem, but agreeableness did significantly predict self-
esteem. In the follow-up model, another interaction term was created between 
forgiveness of others and agreeableness to test the moderating effect of 
agreeableness on forgiveness of others and self-esteem, which was also not 
significant. Table 5 displays the correlations found between forgiveness of others and 
agreeableness on self-esteem in model one, and the interaction of forgiveness of 
others multiplied by agreeableness on self-esteem in model two. 

This indicates that when focusing specifically on forgiveness of others, 
agreeableness did not moderate the relationship between forgiveness and self-
esteem. Although this interaction did not elicit a significant correlation, further research 
may be warranted to explore potential nuances in the relationship between forgiveness 
subtype, agreeableness, and self-esteem.  
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Table 5 

 
Correlations Between Study Variables 

 

Model Variable B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 

1 Forgiveness of 
Others on Self-
Esteem 

.02 .49 .00 .035 .972 

 Agreeableness 
on Self-Esteem 

2.93 .98 .28 2.98 .003** 

2 Forgiveness of 
Others by 
Agreeableness 
on Self-Esteem 

1.07 .72 .13 1.49 .138 

       

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.  
 

Discussion 

Despite many scholars’ examining self-esteem, forgiveness, and the Big Five 
personality trait of agreeableness, a gap existed regarding an examination of these 
concepts together. Our research addresses this gap using a cross-sectional study to 
examine the moderating effect that agreeableness has on the relationship between 
forgiveness and self-esteem. We found a positive correlation between high forgiveness 
and high self-esteem, supporting existing empirical evidence that relationship 
maintenance and reparation has positive outcomes on one’s self-esteem (Freedman, 
2018). We did not find significant evidence to suggest that being a highly agreeable 
person will moderate this relationship.  
 
Discussion of Results  

Those high in agreeableness have a higher tendency to forgive (Wang, 2008). On 
average, participants in this study reported high levels of agreeableness, and average 
levels of both forgiveness and self-esteem. Our results produced a positive correlation 
between forgiveness and self-esteem, indicating that those high in forgiveness were 
also likely to have higher self-esteem. This replicates previous research, showing that 
the act of forgiving others may lead to increased levels of self-esteem (Freedman, 
2018). While agreeableness as a moderator of forgiveness and self-esteem did not 
show statistical significance, the results of this study offer insight into potential future 
research regarding people-pleasing behaviours and the act of over-forgiving. 

To better understand the data, an exploratory analysis examined the relationship 
between forgiveness, agreeableness, and self-esteem by using the Forgiveness of 
Others subscale. The analysis revealed positive correlations between forgiveness of 
others and agreeableness, as well as between agreeableness and self-esteem. This 
indicates that when the Forgiveness of Others subscale is used, individuals who are 
more agreeable were more likely to be forgiving of others and have higher self-esteem. 
Additionally, when forgiveness of others was included in the model, a significant 
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correlation was found between agreeableness and self-esteem. However, 
agreeableness did not significantly moderate the relationship between forgiveness of 
others and self-esteem.  

 
Theoretical Contributions and Implications 

Our study examines how agreeableness plays a role in forgiveness and self-esteem. 
Previous research on the subject is conflicting, with some findings suggesting that 
forgiveness can elicit high self-esteem (Tiwari et al., 2023), whereas others suggest 
that high forgiveness can lower self-esteem (Luchies et al., 2010). To address the 
shortcomings of previous research, we hypothesized that self-esteem would be low 
when levels of forgiveness and agreeableness were high. No significant correlations 
were found between variables when agreeableness was used as a moderator. 
However, a more in-depth exploration of agreeableness could find significance in this 
research by measuring people-pleasing behaviours more directly. The BFI scale 
assesses levels of agreeableness which, while useful for investigating general 
personality traits, lacks specificity for pinpointing behaviours directly related to 
agreeableness and people-pleasing. A more nuanced agreeableness scale that 
focuses on specific people-pleasing behaviours could provide deeper insights into this 
trait and its effects.  

Research indicates that low self-esteem is linked to depression and a diminished 
sense of well-being (Orth & Robins, 2013). Low self-esteem can lead to negative 
outcomes such as poor moods, depression, and reduced self-confidence (Luchies et 
al., 2010). Therefore, exploring how excessive agreeableness and people-pleasing 
behaviours can undermine self-esteem is important for understanding the broader 
implications on overall well-being. This study contributes to the understanding of 
personality factors in relation to forgiveness. Contrary to existing findings, forgiveness 
can lead to lower levels of self-esteem (Luchies et al., 2010) depending on the situation 
and context of when individuals decide to forgive.  

Further research should focus on what defines ‘over-forgiveness’ and examine at 
what point levels of forgiveness become too high. This could be beneficial when 
examining the trait of agreeableness as a moderator, as those high in agreeableness 
tend to engage in behaviours that please others. More research must be conducted to 
evaluate how behaviours done to please others can lower self-esteem, since 
individuals prioritize others wants and needs over their own.  

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

Despite the valuable contributions from this study to research on personality factors 
and forgiveness, various limitations should be acknowledged. Prior to data cleaning, 
our sample consisted of 194 participants, of which a significant portion did not meet 
the inclusion criteria due to failure to provide consent or incomplete attention check 
questions. Although the remaining sample size falls within a medium effect size range 
(N = 138), a reduction in participants limits the statistical power and accuracy of our 
findings. Additionally, our sample predominantly consisted of young females of 
White/European descent, restricting the generalizability of our results to a narrower 
demographic. Furthermore, since the recruitment process relied primarily on social 
media, campus posters and the SONA system at McMaster University, our sample 
may be biased, reducing the representativeness of the broader adult population. 

Collecting data online also posed various limitations. Participation was restricted to 
individuals with internet access, excluding those without access. Furthermore, the 
survey was available for 21 days, which may not be enough time to recruit a larger and 
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more diverse sample size. Time limitations restrict the opportunity for larger numbers 
of participants to sign up, causing a less generalizable study. Moreover, the study 
relied on self-report measures, which are subject to biases such as social desirability 
and inaccurate self-assessment, potentially affecting the validity of responses. In 
addition, the exclusion of non-English speakers and writers further limited the diversity 
of our sample, reducing the overall generalizability of our findings. Finally, our original 
model used a measure of total forgiveness. However, some of its subscales, 
specifically the Forgiveness of Self subscale, does not entirely align with 
agreeableness, as agreeableness focuses on interactions with others rather than the 
self. Forgiveness of self and agreeableness have not been strongly correlated in past 
research (Matuszewski & Moroń, 2022; Ross et al., 2004), therefore self-forgiveness 
as a measure of total forgiveness, could influence the results of this study. These 
limitations may have hindered the ability to effectively detect whether agreeableness 
moderates the relationship between forgiveness and self-esteem. 

Future research could build from this study to gather more information on the 
relationship between forgiveness, agreeableness, and self-esteem. The correlations 
found in our moderated models were slightly above the threshold for statistical 
significance, and a larger sample size could find significant results. In addition, 
collecting a more diverse sample would not only improve the generalizability of the 
results but may provide new insights. In our sample, most participants were White 
North Americans. Alternative findings show that collectivist cultures demonstrate 
different predictors for forgiveness (Wang, 2008). Therefore, our results may be 
different because most of our participants are North American. By examining both 
collectivist and individualistic cultures, research could gain a deeper understanding of 
how forgiveness may vary based on geographical location. 

Future research on this topic could be conducted using semi-structured interviews 
with participants to reduce potential biases of self-report measures such as those used 
in this study. Semi-structured interviews would provide more detailed information on 
the trait levels held by participants and potentially allow the researchers to establish 
stronger correlations between variables. Another improvement could involve deciding 
on a type of recent transgression that required forgiveness and recruiting participants 
who meet such criteria. Focusing on a specific recent transgression would incorporate 
participants who can accurately reflect on their experiences without a large time lapse 
biasing their responses. This could potentially allow for a stronger correlation to be 
found among forgiveness, agreeableness, and self-esteem when applied to a 
consistent type of transgression.  

People-pleasing tendencies is an important topic to delve into as our thoughts and 
behaviours are shaped by our daily social interactions. A validated scale to measure 
these tendencies has not been developed. There are similarities between people-
pleasing and the personality trait of agreeableness. Both work towards maintaining 
social harmony, which informed our decision for focusing on the trait of agreeableness. 
Those high in agreeableness were motivated to repair their moods when it benefited 
others, not just to increase their likeability (Cortes et al., 2019). This suggests that 
those who are agreeable do prioritize maintaining social harmony but will not 
compromise their moods at the expense of being liked by others (Cortes et al., 2019). 
This is where people-pleasing behaviours and agreeableness differ. Developing a 
specific scale to measure people-pleasing would be an interesting addition to this 
research as forgiving to resolve conflict, potentially due to people-pleasing tendencies, 
could lower self-esteem (Luchies et al., 2010). 
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Conclusion 
Forgiveness can be a meaningful step towards emotional clarity and connection. 

Our results do not support a link between agreeableness, forgiveness, and lower self-
esteem. However, the findings do show that higher levels of forgiveness are associated 
with higher self-esteem, suggesting that the ability to let go of resentment may reflect 
a secure sense of self-worth. In choosing to forgive, individuals may be giving 
themselves the chance to feel not just at peace with others, but also with themselves.  
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Beyond the Bubble: McMaster Students’ Fear of Crime in 
Downtown Hamilton 
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Ryen-Mackenzie Cameron1 
 

Abstract 
Previous research has examined fear of crime within university 
campuses as opposed to the surrounding city. This study aimed to fill 
this gap by examining students’ fear of crime beyond the university 
campus, using the idea of familiarity to guide the hypotheses. We 
explored the difference between local and domestic McMaster students’ 
fear of crime in downtown Hamilton Ontario. Additionally, we 
investigated the role of meaningful time spent downtown as a factor that 
impacts students’ fear of crime. Using a mixed-methods approach, 261 
students completed an online survey about their fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton. Quantitative findings revealed no statistically 
significant difference between the two groups, and meaningful time 
spent downtown did not moderate the relationship between group status 
and fear of crime. However, qualitative findings suggested that 
meaningful time may influence qualitative differences in fear of crime. 
These findings indicate that the relationship between meaningful time 
spent in a specific area and fear of crime is more complex than 
previously assumed, with familiarity alone being insufficient in reducing 
fear without deeper place attachment. Ultimately, the findings contribute 
to theoretical discussions on fear of crime while underscoring the 
importance of community integration strategies in enhancing students' 
overall sense of safety in their university's city. 

 
Theoretical Models 

A variety of theoretical perspectives help explain how fear of crime is elicited among 
the general population (Wu & Wen, 2014). The Community Environment model is a 
substantial framework that consists of both the Disorder Model and the Social Ties Model, 
also referred to as the Social Integration Model (Wu & Wen, 2014). The latter focuses on 
an individual’s feeling of connectedness to their neighbourhoods and communities as it 
relates to the fear of crime (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). The Social 
Integration Model suggests that those who feel well-integrated into their communities 
experience less fear of crime compared to those who do not feel integrated (Franklin et 
al., 2008; Lockey et al., 2019). Based on this model we believed that students attending 
their local universities felt more integrated with their city and, therefore, would have a 
lower fear of crime compared to students from another town.  

The Disorder Model explains how those who perceive their neighbourhood as in a state 
of disarray, including a prominent street population, vandalism, and neglected 
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establishments, experience a heightened fear of crime (Camacho Doyle et al., 2021). This 
model is in direct association with the broken windows theory, which states that obvious 
signs of disorder within communities inherently suggest to people that crime is occurring 
in the area– a belief that contributes to one’s fear of crime (Kelling & Wilson, 1982; Sas 
et al., 2022). Experiential evidence from researchers and anecdotes of peers reveal that 
downtown Hamilton exhibits a lot of obvious physical disorder. From a large homeless 
population in the Jackson Square area, to vandalized and deteriorating businesses on 
main streets like King and Main Street, one does not have to look hard to see why 
students may feel fearful based on the Disorder Model. Together, the Community 
Environment model explains how those who do not feel integrated into their communities 
and perceive them as being in a state of disorder experience a heightened fear of crime 
(Franklin et al., 2008). We found this model to be ideal to use as a framework in 
developing our research.  

We additionally considered the vulnerability model to analyze the prevalence of 
students' fear of crime. This model states fear of crime can be encouraged by both that 
real and perceived risk of vulnerability (Alper & Chappell, 2012). For example, women are 
more fearful of crime because they believe they are less able to defend themselves from 
offenders (Wu & Wen, 2014). In this way, individuals believe that a personal aspect of 
their identity makes them particularly vulnerable to crime. This concept is particularly 
relevant to student populations who may have limited access to resources, live away from 
familiar support networks, and/or belong to diverse and historically marginalized groups. 
Intersecting factors such as these may contribute to an increased sense of perceived 
vulnerability. Franklin and colleagues (2008) divided this concept of perceived 
vulnerability into two categories–physical and social vulnerabilities. The earlier example 
of women would fall into the category of physical vulnerabilities, as it pertains to how a 
lack of mobility or strength causes one to believe they cannot sufficiently defend 
themselves from violent attacks. Social vulnerabilities, on the other hand, refer to a variety 
of factors that contribute to one’s victimization, such as living in economically distressed 
neighbourhoods, being in a marginalized group, or being unfamiliar with a certain space 
(Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). These two categories heavily influence 
each individual’s various feelings and perceptions of crime. 

 
The Bubble 

With these models in mind, the university setting provides a unique context for 
analyzing fear of crime because it creates a ‘bubble’ where students can stay and feel 
safe. Due to the many security measures of the university setting such as campus 
security, surveillance, and highly populated areas, students may feel safer compared to 
the city outside of the bubble (Sas et al., 2022). This is especially true for domestic 
students—those who previously did not reside in their university city or who commute—
as they tend to have less familiarity with these areas than local students—those who 
previously lived in their university area. Importantly, this bubble also has the potential to 
hinder students’ integration into local communities because it is a self-contained 
environment that separates students from the rest of the surrounding city (Maier & 
DePrince, 2019). If students feel uncomfortable with their surroundings and remain 
fearful, this can adversely impact their mental health and general university experiences 
(Daigle et al., 2022; Lane, 2015). With the McMaster University campus being separate 
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and distinct from downtown Hamilton, this bubble is intensified and makes for a unique 
case of students’ experiences and fear of crime. 

Existing discussions surrounding the fear of crime in urban areas tend to focus on 
general populations and dismiss subgroups within the larger population (Fisher & May, 
2009; Jacobsen, 2022; Maier & DePrince, 2019). Focusing on a specific group may help 
uncover different patterns in the of fear of crime. While fear of crime on university 
campuses has been studied, there is limited knowledge on university students’ fear of 
crime in relation to their surrounding communities, as well as how time spent in the area 
could inform their fear of crime (Maier & DePrince, 2019). Investigating these gaps in the 
literature with a focus on the bubble is critical in getting a better understanding of students’ 
fear of crime.  

 
Current Study 

This study focused on the difference between local and domestic students’ fear of 
crime in downtown Hamilton, and whether meaningful time spent there influences their 
fear of crime. We wanted to understand how these different McMaster student groups 
perceived the city and their feelings of safety in relation to downtown Hamilton depending 
on their level of integration into the community, potentially fostering a sense of safety and 
enhancing their overall well-being. We hypothesized that local students would have a 
lower fear of crime in downtown Hamilton than domestic students due to their familiarity 
with the area, and that the more meaningful time students spend there, the lower fear of 
crime they would report.  

 
Methods 

Participants  
Participants were 261 McMaster University undergraduate and graduate students who 

were either local to Hamilton, Ontario (N = 59) or domestic, meaning they lived outside of 
Hamilton, Ontario prior to enrollment at McMaster (N = 202). Participants were recruited 
through McMaster’s SONA Research Participation System (N = 156) and through posts 
on social media (Instagram, LinkedIn). Additionally, physical posters were distributed 
around the Westdale and downtown communities, including inside coffee shops and on 
community poster boards. Inclusion criteria required that participants must be (a) a 
current McMaster University student, (b) 18 years of age or older, and (c) able to read 
and speak fluent English. Of the 296 students who entered the study, 35 were excluded 
from the analysis due to not meeting the inclusion criteria. The final sample size consisted 
of 261 McMaster University students. Participants mostly identified as female (77.4%; 
11.1% male, 11.1% nonbinary) and White (53.3%; 13.8% Southeast Asian, 13.4% East 
Asian, 19.5% other groups). Over half of participants identified as straight (59%; 16.5% 
Bisexual, 8% Queer, 12.6% other sexualities). In terms of student demographics, the 
dominant group was second-year undergraduates (34.6%; 26.8% fourth-year 
undergraduates, 26.8% third-year undergraduates, 9.7% other undergraduate and 
graduate years). Finally, the participant sample was made up of mostly 21-year-olds 
(27.6%; 26.8% 19-year-olds, 19.2% 20-year-olds, 13.8% 22-year-olds, and 6.8% other 
ages).  
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Procedure 
Data was collected through an anonymous survey on the website Qualtrics. 

Participants consented and completed the inclusion criteria questions at the beginning of 
the survey and then were asked a series of quantitative and demographic questions, as 
well as four qualitative, open-ended questions. An attention check question (“What 
university is the focus of this study?”) was asked mid-survey to ensure that participants 
were not answering questions randomly. Failure to choose the right answer resulted in 
the dismissal of all data collected in that participant’s responses. The survey took 
approximately 5-20 minutes for most participants to complete. Participants who took the 
survey through SONA received 0.5 SONA credits when they reached the end of the 
survey, and no compensation was provided to those who completed a survey through 
social media posts or physical posters.  
 
Measures 
Local or Domestic  

The primary independent variable in this survey was whether a student was local to 
Hamilton prior to their enrollment at McMaster University, or whether they were domestic 
and lived outside of Hamilton prior to enrollment. To obtain this information, the singular 
item “Did you live in Hamilton prior to enrollment at McMaster University?” was asked. A 
boundary map (Spinney, 2011) was provided that indicates the areas researchers defined 
as Hamilton. This boundary map included Ancaster, Dundas, Flamborough, Glanbrook, 
and Stoney Creek (see Figure 1). Response options were “Yes”, “No”, and “Prefer not to 
answer”.  
 
Figure 1 
Map of Hamilton taken from Spinney (2011). 

  

Meaningful Time Spent 
    Participants also indicated how much meaningful time they spent in downtown 
Hamilton (M = 3.89, SD = 1.53). A boundary map of what researchers considered to be 
the downtown core was provided (see Figure 2). Participants were allowed to define 
meaningful time for themselves, which was an intentional choice made to assess what 
each person considered to be their subjective idea of meaningful time. This independent 
variable was measured through a single-item statement, “During the duration of my time 
enrolled at McMaster University, I have spent a considerable amount of meaningful time 
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in downtown Hamilton,” with responses rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “very untrue 
for me”, 6 = “very true for me”).  
 
Figure 2 
Downtown Hamilton Boundary Map retrieved from Google (n.d.).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fear of Crime  
Participants completed a modified version of the Fear of Crime scale (Etopio & 

Berthelot, 2022) to assess their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton (e.g., “I’m afraid of a 
crime happening to me in downtown Hamilton”, “I feel at risk of being victimized in 
downtown Hamilton”). The modified scale included nine items rated on a 6-point scale (1 
= Very untrue for me, 6 = Very true for me; α = .945). The original scale included an 
additional item that could not be modified to logically involve downtown Hamilton (“Crime 
worries me in my day-to-day life”) and therefore was not used in the fear of crime scale. 
Items were scored such that higher scores indicate a higher fear of crime, and an overall 
fear of crime score was created by averaging all nine items (M = 3.77, SD = 1.09). 
 
Additional Qualitative Measures  

Participants had the option to answer four open-ended qualitative questions at the end 
of the survey. These questions asked participants to elaborate beyond their quantitative 
responses and provide more insight into their fear of crime score. Qualitative questions 
included: 

1) “Considering your experiences in downtown Hamilton, how would you describe 
your feelings of safety while you were there? If you have never been to downtown 
Hamilton, please write “N/A”.” 

2) “Has your fear of being a victim of crime ever prevented you from doing something 
you wanted to do in downtown Hamilton? Please elaborate if you feel comfortable.” 

3) “What influences your feelings about personal safety and fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton?” 

4) “Since coming to McMaster, how have your feelings about personal safety and fear 
of crime in downtown Hamilton changed? What do you think caused that change? 
If they have not changed, please elaborate on why.” 
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Ethics 
This study has been reviewed by the McMaster Research Ethics Board and received 

ethics clearance under project #7231. 
 

Results 
Hypothesis 1 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to examine the differences between 
local and domestic students’ fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. Results showed no 
significant difference between local (M = 3.75, SD = 1.19) and domestic students’ (M = 
3.78, SD = 1.07; t (258) = -.15, p = .878) fear of crime.  

 
Hypothesis 2  

A univariate ANOVA was conducted to investigate whether meaningful time was a 
moderator of the relationship outlined in Hypothesis 1. Results demonstrated that 
meaningful time spent in downtown Hamilton did not moderate the association between 
the two variables (F (1, 256) = .001, p = .976).  

 
Exploratory Quantitative Research  

A bivariate regression was conducted to examine whether meaningful time spent in 
downtown Hamilton, regardless of being a local or domestic student, predicted fear of 
crime. Results revealed that meaningful time spent accounted for 0.7% of the variability 
in fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. Additionally, the model predicted a 0.062 decrease 
in fear with every one-unit increase of meaningful time spent, though this effect was not 
significantly different from zero (t (1) = -1.389, p = 0.166). 

 
Exploratory Qualitative Research  

Exploratory qualitative analyses were conducted to gain deeper insights into 
participants’ beliefs and feelings about their fear of crime beyond the limitations of the 
quantitative scale. A combination of content analysis and thematic analysis was 
conducted on the four open-ended, exploratory questions.  

Researchers began with an approach more consistent with content analysis, where 
responses were coded for the more binary options they could choose to discuss for each 
question. For the first question, “How would you describe your feelings of safety while you 
were in downtown Hamilton? [...]” responses were categorized into “Safe” and “Unsafe” 
based on the main indication of the response. Far more participants responded that they 
felt unsafe while in downtown Hamilton. Answers to the second question indicated that 
slightly more participants had not been prevented from doing something they wanted to 
in downtown Hamilton due to their fear, while less than half had been prevented. The third 
question investigated the factors that influence participants’ fear in downtown Hamilton; 
very few noted positive influences, whereas most responses discussed negative 
influences. The final question asked how participants’ feelings about downtown Hamilton 
had changed throughout their time at McMaster. Three categories for responses emerged 
rather than two, with most participants expressing that their feelings about downtown 
Hamilton had not changed, fewer reporting their feelings improved, and the least saying 
their feelings had worsened. Table 1 displays these categorizations, with the first column 
of values indicating how many responses in total were coded into each category. This 
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type of coding allowed for an understanding of the main leanings of participants’ 
responses, which created a more holistic picture of the data.  

 
Table 1 
Primary Codes for Qualitative Responses 

Q1: “How would you describe your feelings of safety while you were in downtown 
Hamilton? If you have never been to downtown Hamilton, please write “N/A”.” 

Safe 91 35.8% 

Unsafe 163 64.2% 

Q2: “Has fear of being a victim of crime ever prevented you from doing something you 
wanted to do in downtown Hamilton? If you are comfortable, please elaborate.” 

Has prevented 92 40.7% 

Has not prevented 134 59.3% 

Q3: “What factors influence your feelings about personal safety and fear of crime in 
downtown Hamilton?” 

Positive influences noted 41 17.8% 

Negative influences noted 189 82.2% 

Q4: “Since coming to McMaster, have your feelings about personal safety and fear of 
crime in downtown Hamilton changed? If so, what do you think caused that change? If 
they have not changed, why do you think they have not changed?” 

Feelings improved 71 30.5% 

Feelings worsened 52 22.3% 

Feelings stayed the same 110 47.2% 

 
The next step in the coding process examined response details using a thematic 

approach to get a broader understanding of themes. These codes were applied across 
all questions because similar themes arose regardless of the question. Some of these 
sub-codes were grouped into larger categories for ease of interpretation, for example, 
codes such as “nighttime/dark,” “alone,” “minority identity,” “gender”, and “specific area” 
were grouped into the “Conditional” category, indicating that a participant’s fear was 
dependant on a certain condition being fulfilled. Responses sub-coded as “nighttime/dark” 
expressed that participants’ feelings of fear in downtown Hamilton had to do with whether 
or not it was dark out, for example,  

[...] I'm fine with going to downtown during the day, but it definitely gets 
scarier at night with limited visibility and fewer people around. For 
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example, if I wanted to get food at a restaurant downtown but the sun 
was setting soon, I would decide against it. 

The “alone” conditional sub-code had to do with participants’ fears being present or 
absent depending on whether or not they are in the presence of others. One participant 
noted,  

“I try not to spend time in downtown Hamilton by myself. If I go through 
downtown Hamilton to do things other than go to McMaster, I usually 
bring a friend or I don't go at all.”  

These two sub-codes were the most coded for. The “minority identity” and “gender” 
sub-codes were similar, both indicating a participant’s response had to do with having a 
vulnerable identity influencing their feelings in downtown Hamilton. The frequency of 
participants mentioning that their feelings came from being a gender minority indicated a 
need to separate the sub-codes for more detail in interpreting results. Lastly, the “specific 
area” sub-code labelled responses where participants expressed that their fears (or lack 
thereof) were associated with a certain physical space within downtown Hamilton.  

Another broader category that commonly emerged was the “Visible Disorder” category, 
which included the sub-codes “people,” “violence,” “environment,” and “miscellaneous.” 
“Visible Disorder” had to do with responses that referenced themes of the Visible Disorder 
or Broken Windows theory. The “people” sub-code referred to responses that mentioned 
the more passive human elements of visible disorder, like homelessness or visible drug 
use. This sub-code was incredibly prevalent in the data, with responses like, 

Not to be stereotypical but there are lots of homeless and intoxicated 
people who often wander downtown at night. Some of which I have 
happened to come across or observe seem aggressive. This does 
influence my feelings of personal safety again as I said my friends and 
I would not be able to defend ourselves. [...] 

Responses sub-coded as “violence” expressed concerns about active acts of violence 
(e.g. petty theft, etc.) or violent items (e.g. knives, guns, etc.) in downtown Hamilton. The 
“environment” sub-code was used to label responses which referenced the physical 
elements of visible disorder, like broken windows or vandalism. All other forms of visible 
disorder that did not conform to the previous sub-codes were classified as 
“miscellaneous.” 

A very common code in the thematic analysis was “Vigilance.” Participants often noted 
that they stayed constantly alert to the possibility of crime while in downtown Hamilton, 
for example,  

I generally feel unsafe, I’m often on edge and frequently survey my 
surroundings to ensure that no one is following or approaching me. I 
used to have to wait downtown for the bus and I would always stand 
against a wall to survey my surroundings because I was scared I would 
be a victim of a crime[.] 

Not all of these responses indicated the presence of fear, many participants expressed 
that vigilance allowed them to navigate downtown Hamilton without fear of crime.  

Another code that frequently arose was “Meaningful Time Spent,” which was coded 
when participants expressed that their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton had to do with 
how often they spent purposeful or important time there. One participant detailed,  
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I came to Hamilton and was immediately told of the dangers of 
downtown. I have come to love downtown and feel that personal 
experience over the years, becoming comfortable and familiar with the 
area and developing a better relationship with the space have 
contributed to the evolution of my feelings about downtown. 

This code had serious implications for the study, as the secondary hypothesis revolves 
around how meaningful time spent in downtown Hamilton affects people’s fear of crime.  

 The code, “Independent Personal Beliefs,” was frequently coded, and it referred to 
comments made by participants that expressed a personal understanding of elements of 
crime. This often had to do with feelings about crime statistics or the likelihood of 
victimization, for example, a participant stated, 

I know that generally when crime occurs it's usually not random, I try to 
rely on statistics regarding that. People hear about all kinds of stuff, but 
most of the people getting stabbed or robbed downtown are wrapped 
up in stuff that goes far beyond that single incident. Press loves to strip 
these things of context. 

This individual had independent personal interpretations of crime statistics and 
scenarios surrounding violent incidents and even had certain beliefs about media 
surrounding crime. This code allowed researchers to understand that participants’ fear of 
crime was often situated within their preexisting perception of the world.  

The final significant code was “Word of Mouth,” which was coded when participants 
stated that their fear of crime in downtown Hamilton had to do with hearing other people’s 
perspectives of the area. For example, one participant stated, 

I would say it took me a while to venture into downtown Hamilton, 
because of all the warnings I received from upper years I knew, so the 
fear and the stigma prevented me from exploring that part of Hamilton 
in my first year. 

The frequency of this code confirmed the personal experiences of the researchers, 
who had frequently witnessed other students expressing disdain about downtown 
Hamilton. By understanding that word-of-mouth comments can influence students’ fear 
of crime, one can begin to understand what kinds of changes in student life could help 
them feel safer in the city. For example, McMaster University could host a panel of alumni 
who chose to stay in Hamilton to share their positive experiences with current students. 
This depth and exploration in the findings are what motivated the researchers to engage 
in the qualitative side of this research.  

 
Discussion 

Despite the plethora of research studying fear of crime in urban environments (Curtis, 
2012; Fox & Hellman, 1985; Maier & DePrince, 2019; Schweitzer et al., 1999), a 
significant gap remains in understanding how personal, meaningful engagement with 
specific areas shapes perceptions of safety. Moreover, while current research on post-
secondary student populations focusses on their fear of crime on campus (Fisher & May 
2009; Jacobsen, 2022; Maier & DePrince, 2019), there is very little which addresses off-
campus fear of crime, and none which looks at differences between local and domestic 
students. This study attempts to address and expand upon this gap in the literature by 
investigating whether there are differences between local and domestic McMaster 
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University students’ fear of crime in downtown Hamilton. We additionally considered the 
amount of meaningful time spent in the downtown core of Hamilton as a moderating 
factor. Based on the Social Integration Model, which suggests a relationship between the 
level of integration and feelings of safety in a community (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin 
et al., 2008), we hypothesized that local students would report lower fear of crime than 
domestic students (H1) and that spending meaningful time downtown would reduce 
students’ fear of crime (H2).  

Contrary to our predictions, our quantitative results produced no significant findings for 
either hypothesis, providing evidence that there are no differences between local and 
domestic McMaster students’ fear of crime. However, qualitative findings supported our 
second hypothesis and provided compelling insights into both students’ perceptions of 
their safety and the social factors that influence this evaluation. Consistent with our 
hypothesis, some students explicitly stated that spending meaningful time downtown 
helped to reduce their fear of crime, even though this effect was not reflected in the 
quantitative data. Though these findings were ultimately exploratory, our qualitative 
research helps to provide a deeper understanding of how students conceptualize, 
experience, and discuss their fear of crime. Moreover, we believe it helps to explain and 
broaden our understanding of our quantitative findings and emphasizes the usefulness of 
taking a mixed-methods approach to research, especially when dealing with subjective 
and nuanced ideas such as fear.  
 
Interpretations 

The lack of significance in the quantitative data suggests that the relationship between 
meaningful time spent and fear of crime may not be as straightforward as we initially 
thought. Our study solely looked at familiarity in the context of meaningful time spent, 
which we found was not a significant indicator of McMaster students' fear of crime 
downtown. However, it is possible that if we instead looked at place attachment (Altman 
& Low, 1992; Ujang, 2008; Zahnow & Tsai, 2019), we may have come across more 
significant findings. It has become clear that a distinction between familiarity and place 
attachment is important to consider. Familiarity is practical knowledge that is developed 
passively through routines that does not include a positive or negative emotional quality 
and does not necessarily consist of a sense of belonging or a personal stake in the area 
(Felder, 2021). While simply being in an area may contribute to a sense of familiarity, this 
alone is not enough to decrease fear of crime. Consequently, individuals may physically 
go downtown but still feel unsafe while they are there. For instance, a student who 
frequently walks through a downtown area may feel familiar with the layout and general 
atmosphere but still may not develop a meaningful connection to it. A student wrote that 
“my feelings about personal safety have not changed, I have lived in Hamilton my whole 
life and I have always thought of downtown Hamilton as being less safe than Hamilton on 
the mountain, [...].” Despite their familiarity, this student’s fear of crime remained high. In 
contrast, someone who actively engages with the community by attending events and 
participating in local culture may be able to look past negative influences such as word of 
mouth.  

I didn’t know much about Hamilton before coming [to McMaster]. First 
year they made it seem really bad but then as time went on I explored 
by myself and with friends and really lowkey fell in love with Hamilton. 
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There’s a lot of fun activities, cute restaurants, and art crawl!! Hamilton 
isn’t an unsafe city in my head. I like it and I feel okay living here. 

Going to events and having positive, community-oriented experiences leads to the 
development of place attachment. Place attachment, first conceptualized by Kasarda and 
Janowitz (1974), refers to the expansion of an emotional bond between an individual and 
a specific place or environmental setting, which is expressed through beliefs, behaviours, 
and emotions (Altman & Low, 1992; Ujang, 2008; Zahnow & Tsai, 2019). Not only is place 
attachment more widely researched, but–as pointed out by Zahnow and Tsai (2019)–it 
may be particularly critical for disordered neighbourhoods. As many participants noted 
that downtown Hamilton contained physical disorder, it makes sense that familiarity with 
the environment alone would not be enough to facilitate a decrease in fear of crime. A 
genuinely positive place attachment may be necessary in reducing fear of crime for a 
disordered area such as downtown Hamilton. Ultimately, this is an important avenue to 
consider for future research on the integration of university students into the communities 
surrounding their campuses.  
 
Theoretical Implications 

Our findings contribute to and align with both facets of the Community Environment 
model, providing support for the dual influence of social integration and disorder. Despite 
previous research that indicates greater social integration is associated with lower fear of 
crime (Franklin et al., 2008), our quantitative results did not show a meaningful connection 
between these variables. However, our qualitative findings did provide evidence that 
supports this model, offering some valuable insights into the nuances of social integration 
in this context. Our finding that students who engaged in meaningful time in downtown 
Hamilton reported a reduction in their fear of crime aligns with the Social Integration 
Model’s core proposition that a high sense of belonging and attachment to a community 
reduces fear of crime (Adams & Serpe, 2000; Franklin et al., 2008). Additionally, our 
research explores a potentially novel avenue by considering the concept of the campus 
bubble. This concept raises important questions about whether meaningful social 
integration with one’s city can occur if people are confined to a limited environment. Our 
findings provide support for the idea that without venturing beyond the perceived safety 
of campus, students may struggle to develop the level of integration necessary for 
reduced fear of crime in the broader city. As one student explained, “I have a consistent 
belief that downtown Hamilton is dangerous and I believe that this has not changed 
because I have not tried going down there myself to prove myself wrong.” 

Our research also ran consistent with the Disorder Model of crime, including Broken 
Windows theory. The core premise of Disorder Models suggests that visible cues play a 
significant role in people’s fear evaluations. We found that visible disorder was a very 
prevalent theme in our qualitative response set. People most notably referred to the 
presence of unhoused individuals, environmental conditions such as deteriorated 
buildings, and witnessing public acts of violence as indicators of neighbourhood 
disorganization and unsafety. These indications of disorder align with the broken windows 
theory, which suggests that signs of neglect and disorder are symbolic of the increased 
presence of criminal activity (Kelling & Wilson, 1982; Sas et al., 2022). This finding 
underscores the importance of addressing neighbourhood deterioration in improving 
perceptions of safety, reaffirming the concepts presented by these models.  
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Qualitative findings also provided support for the vulnerability model, which suggests 
that fear is highly impacted by both situational and contextual factors which shape an 
individual’s sense of safety (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Brunton-Smith & Jackson, 2012; 
Franklin et al., 2008; Wu & Wen, 2014). A key insight from our qualitative data was that 
students evaluate their vulnerability as contingent on certain conditions being met. 
Students reported that being alone, it being nighttime or poorly lit, being part of a visible 
minority group, and travelling to specific areas (e.g. Jackson Square, bus shelters, etc.) 
were all conditions they attached to their sense of fear. These external cues shaped 
students’ situational fear, giving evidence to the model’s premise that fear of crime is 
socially constructed and context-specific (Franklin et al., 2008). On the other hand, 
physical vulnerability is associated with an individual’s perceived capacity to defend 
themself (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). Gender emerged as a significant 
factor in our analyses, with female students frequently identifying their gender as central 
to their sense of vulnerability downtown. This aligned with the vulnerability model’s 
assertion that those who perceive themselves as less capable of defending themselves 
will experience heightened levels of fear (Alper & Chappell, 2012; Franklin et al., 2008). 
However, our results indicated that this fear went beyond the capability to self-defend. 
Gender was also associated with social vulnerability, as female students identified 
themselves as at increased risk of unwanted advances from men. Ultimately, our study’s 
findings provide support for the vulnerability model by demonstrating that fear is context-
dependent, challenging the notion that objective crime is the only influence on people’s 
fear (Brunton-Smith & Jackson, 2012).  

Together, the findings of this study not only contribute to theoretical dialogues within 
the field but also hold practical significance for community integration strategies. This may 
be useful for student outreach programs, which could attempt to address students’ fear 
of crime by facilitating increased student presence downtown.  
 
Limitations and Future Directions 

The lack of quantitative significance, despite notable qualitative findings, highlights 
several methodological issues which may have impacted our results. First, our 
operationalization of meaningful time did not account for different types of engagement 
with downtown Hamilton, which may have resulted in an ambiguity bias in our results. 
That is, by allowing students to self-define meaningful time, we may have inadvertently 
captured a wide range of interpretations, weakening the overall consistency of our data. 
Additionally, asking students to self-report the amount of meaningful time they spent 
downtown left responses vulnerable to both central tendency bias, where students opt for 
neutral or middle-leaning responses as opposed to the extremes, as well as recall bias, 
as students may have struggled to accurately estimate their amount of meaningful time 
spent downtown. Future research should aim to address the methodological issues 
associated with the current study by using more nuanced approaches which better 
capture the complexity of engagement while minimizing response biases. 

Secondly, our initial choice of comparison groups was flawed. Our study ran under the 
premise that grouping students based on whether they are local to Hamilton or domestic 
from other areas would show substantial differences in fear of crime, but the lack of 
significant findings suggests that these groups were not relevant. If this study were to be 
run again in the future, we would advise reconsidering the groups examined or providing 
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a more well-defined boundary for who is local to Hamilton to ensure more consistency in 
responses. Moreover, our sample size may not have been sufficient to detect small effect 
sizes between these groups.  

Even further, this study’s scope was very narrow and did not account for external 
influences such as the role of the environment or social identity on students’ fear of crime. 
Given that the responses from our qualitative questions and both the Disorder and 
Vulnerability model support the influence of context on people’s experiences of fear of 
crime, it would be beneficial to examine these influences in future research. For example, 
further research may aim to broaden the scope of the study to better understand the 
relationship between place attachment and fear of crime. Based on our qualitative 
findings, we believe that examining the role of external influences, such as environmental 
factors and social identity, may have a meaningful impact on the significance of the 
results. Additionally, accounting for specific experiences such as personal victimization 
may provide a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the relationship at 
hand. 

Lastly, the representativeness and generalizability of the sample is limited, as our study 
involved only students attending McMaster University, who may not accurately reflect the 
broader population’s fear of crime or demographic makeup. Future research could 
address generalizability limitations by examining different university populations and 
considering the role of both separate and integrated campuses and downtown areas. 
Finally, it is our belief that longitudinal research may be the best way to measure this 
potential relationship, as it would enable researchers to examine whether fear of crime 
changes with repeated exposure.  

 
Conclusion 

This research has deepened our understanding of the McMaster University student 
population’s fear of crime within downtown Hamilton. These new insights form a baseline 
for future research on university student populations and their community integration. 
Future iterations of this study could lead to initiatives helping students push beyond 
McMaster University’s restrictive bubble and feel more at home in Hamilton.  
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Abstract  
As generative artificial intelligence (genAI) tools become increasingly 
integrated into higher education, their impact on students is still disputed. 
Grounded in Self-Determination Theory, this study investigated how 
genAI related autonomy, competence, and relatedness influence intrinsic 
motivation among undergraduate students in Ontario. A total of 114 
participants completed measures assessing their psychological needs in 
relation to their experiences with genAI, as well as measures assessing 
their academic motivation. Regression analyses revealed that perceived 
autonomy significantly predicted intrinsic motivation across the full 
sample, while perceived competence emerged as the strongest predictor 
among frequent genAI users. Relatedness did not significantly predict 
motivation in either case. These findings suggest that freedom and 
perceived skill in using genAI tools may play a role in shaping students' 
motivational engagement. Implications of this study align with previous 
research suggesting a need for clear AI guidelines beyond strict 
prohibition, competency-based AI training, and open dialogue between 
all stakeholders to foster ethical and motivationally supportive use of 
genAI in academic settings. 

 
Introduction 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has advanced rapidly over the past decade, transforming 
various sectors and industries, including healthcare, media, finance, and, notably, 
education (Littman et al., 2021). AI in education is reshaping learning environments by 
enabling personalized instruction and enhancing educational outcomes for students while 
also relieving teachers of repetitive, time-consuming tasks like grading (Chan & Hu, 
2023). Despite this, there is significant polarization among these groups regarding its 
usage (Petricini, Wu, & Zipf, 2023). As AI continues to develop at an unprecedented rate, 
outpacing previous estimations and growing exponentially (Littman et al., 2021), engaging 
in open and well-informed discussions about its implications on education becomes 
increasingly important. As such, our paper seeks to illuminate the relationship between 
Ontario students’ perception of generative AI (genAI) and their academic motivation.  

While lacking a universal definition, AI in this paper is defined as the simulation of 
human intelligence in machines to enable learning, reasoning, and self-improvement. The 
integration of artificial intelligence into educational contexts initially emerged from 
research institutions focused on advancing specialized, domain-specific applications of 
the technology (Kahn & Winters, 2021).  
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Recently, the increasing popularity of genAI tools like ChatGPT have sparked 
considerable interest among researchers regarding its impact on student motivation. For 
instance, Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory (1977) highlights the importance of believing in 
one's ability to succeed. GenAI can play a pivotal role in this context by providing 
individualized and interactive educational learning, as well as immediate, tailored 
feedback for problem-solving activities (Chiu, 2024; Chan & Hu, 2023). This support can 
enhance students' self-efficacy while simultaneously pointing out potential areas for 
improvement, ultimately building their academic confidence and fostering persistence 
through personalized, real-time guidance (Halkiopoulos & Gkintoni, 2024). 

Similarly, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) emphasizes the importance of fulfilling 
three basic psychological needs to foster motivation: autonomy (feeling in control of one’s 
actions), competence (feeling effective and capable), and relatedness (feeling connected 
to others) (Deci & Ryan, 2000). AI supports these needs by enabling autonomy through 
self-paced learning (Holmes et al., 2019), providing adaptive feedback to enhance 
competence (Chiu, 2024), and acting as supportive learning companions, which bolsters 
relatedness (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). By addressing these core needs, genAI has 
the potential to nurture intrinsic motivation, encouraging students to engage more deeply 
in their learning. 

GenAI tools like ChatGPT are remarkably flexible, designed to adapt dynamically to 
user prompts, producing various outputs in textual, auditory, or visual formats 
(Feuerriegel et al., 2023). Though it lacks a genuine understanding of its responses and 
data sources, it can mimic human reasoning and creativity in increasingly complex ways 
(Feuerriegel et al., 2023). Students' recent unprecedented access to these powerful tools 
allows for the seamless utilization of genAI into their daily academic routines, assisting 
them with a variety of tasks, such as guidance in studying, problem-solving, content 
generation, data analysis, writing, research, critical thinking, and more (Lund & Wang, 
2023).  

While research is still in its early stages, studies suggest that genAI can have both 
positive and negative effects on student motivation. On the one hand, genAI use can 
enhance motivation by providing personalized learning experiences, improving 
engagement, and making complex tasks more manageable (Chiu, 2024; Halkiopoulos & 
Gkintoni, 2024). On the other hand, there are concerns from students, professors, and 
researchers that over-reliance on genAI could lead to decreased critical thinking skills 
and reduced motivation to engage in learning independently (Chan, 2023; Chan & Hu, 
2023; Petricini, Wu, & Zipf., 2023). This dual impact highlights the urgent need to improve 
its implementation while mitigating risks. Consequently, researchers have identified the 
following factors that are critical for the successful integration of genAI into education: 

1. AI Literacy: Both students and professors should have a foundational 
understanding of AI, covering essential topics like its applications, limitations, and ethical 

considerations (Chan & Hu, 2023; Milicevic et al., 2024; Ofosu‑Ampong, 2024). 
2. Clear Guidelines and Policies: Institutions should establish and regularly update 

guidelines for AI use, informed by ongoing student feedback and perceptions (Almasri, 

2024; Chan & Hu, 2023; Ofosu‑Ampong, 2024; Wang et al., 2023). 
3. Supportive Academic Environment: Creating supportive and inclusive learning 

environments is crucial for fostering AI acceptance and encouraging open exploration of 
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AI's applications and ethical implications (Wang et al., 2023; Chan, 2023; Miller, 2024; 

Ofosu‑Ampong, 2024). 
Despite these critical factors being identified, only a handful of universities have 

adopted policies on genAI, with fewer than one-third of top institutions implementing 
specific guidelines (Xiao et al., 2023). Universities that do address it tend to embrace 
genAI as a valuable educational tool, yet overall, guidance remains sparse, leaving many 
students uncertain about its proper use (Petricini, Wu, & Zipf., 2023). This lack of 
structured policy raises the risk of misuse and academic integrity issues, underscoring 
the need for clearer institutional policies to effectively integrate genAI tools into academia 
(Xiao et al., 2023). 

Gaps in the research  

Given the rate of technological change, the research on genAI has numerous 
identifiable gaps in regard to education. First, while the literature suggests that institutions 
have a wide range of responses to genAI– from outright bans, to not responding, to 
advocating its usage– (Xiao et al., 2023), there is limited examination of how students 
feel about these restrictions. Second, the importance of AI literacy is frequently stressed 

among researchers (Ofosu‑Ampong, 2024), but less is known about whether students 
are keeping up with the technology and integrating it seamlessly into their education. 
Third, the literature suggests that genAI is a polarizing topic among students and faculty 
(Almasri, 2024), but to what extent this polarization is causing measurable harm to 
students' sense of connection is not well understood. Given its increasingly common 
usage (Yachouh, Maqbool, & Rao, 2024), it may just as well be a way for students to 
bond over or communicate more efficiently in group projects. Finally, while there is 
evidence that genAI can aid intrinsic motivation among students under the right conditions 
(Halkiopoulos & Gkintoni, 2024), it remains to be seen whether these conditions are met 
in Ontario universities.  

For the present study, we address these gaps by exploring student perceptions of 
genAI in Ontario and the impact these perceptions have on students’ intrinsic motivation. 
Our research questions will be framed using Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which 
forms the backbone of our study and aligns well with the fundamental elements for 
successful genAI integration: AI literacy, clear guidelines, and a sense of open 
communication among students are highly relevant within the SDT framework. AI literacy 
directly correlates with feelings of competence or mastery, interpretation of policy and 
restriction relates to autonomy, and the ability to connect with other students when using 
genAI fosters a sense of relatedness.   

Purpose 
The rapid integration of genAI tools into academic environments necessitates a deeper 

understanding of their impacts on student motivation and educational outcomes. Given 
intrinsic motivation’s established role in predicting student engagement and academic 
achievement (Ryan & Deci, 2017), this study explores how the three basic psychological 
needs– autonomy, competence, and relatedness– associated with genAI usage influence 
intrinsic motivation among undergraduate students. Grounded in SDT, this research 
contributes to educational psychology and technology-enhanced learning by extending 
theoretical insights into motivation within contemporary educational contexts.  
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Examining the ethical dimension of genAI and the feelings associated with its use, this 
research provides practical implications for policy development and pedagogical 
strategies. Ultimately, our findings aim to guide institutions in ethically and effectively 
integrating genAI tools to optimize student motivation and improve educational outcomes. 
 
Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1:  
We hypothesize that higher feelings of competence in genAI usage will be positively 

associated with increased intrinsic academic motivation. According to Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT), the feeling of competence—an individual’s belief in their ability to 
effectively perform tasks—fosters intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). When 
students feel skilled at using AI tools, they may approach academic challenges with 
greater confidence, leading to increased engagement and enjoyment. Moreover, the 
pursuit of mastery has been shown to enhance intrinsic motivation (Rawsthorne & Elliot, 
1999). Thus, we hypothesize that a stronger sense of competence in AI usage will 
enhance students’ intrinsic motivation toward their academic tasks, encouraging them to 
persevere and find greater satisfaction in their educational pursuits. 
 
Hypothesis 2: 

Greater feelings of autonomy in genAI usage will be positively associated with intrinsic 
motivation. SDT posits that autonomy—feeling a sense of volition and control over one’s 
actions—is a key driver of intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When students have 
the freedom to explore and utilize AI tools on their own terms, they may experience a 
heightened sense of self-direction. This autonomy, in turn, fosters a deeper connection 
to the learning process and increases intrinsic motivation towards academic tasks. 
Research has consistently shown that students who feel autonomous in their learning 
environments demonstrate greater self-efficacy, engagement, and perceived task value 
(Garcia & Pintrich, 1996). Thus, we hypothesize that allowing students more control over 
their AI usage will enhance their intrinsic motivation, leading to more meaningful and 
fulfilling academic experiences. 

Exploratory Focus: 
Due to genAI usage being a primarily solo activity, we do not offer any specific 

hypotheses about its role in fostering or impeding students’ academic motivation. 
However, it is still relevant enough to include amongst our measures, and we plan to 
examine any patterns in the data that may emerge in the data that might help inform future 
research.  

Method 
Participants 

Our study received 176 responses recruited through Instagram, posters, and 
McMaster’s SONA system. Out of the 176 responses, we excluded 49 due to failing 
attention checks, 4 students due to lack of consent, 1 student due to a lack of proficiency 
in reading English, and 8 individuals who were not undergraduate students. The final 
sample consisted of 114 participants, primarily from McMaster University, enrolled in the 
Social Sciences.  
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Table 1. Participant Demographics 

 M (SD) % n 

Age  20.48 – 114 

Gender  –   

     Male – 19.3 22 

     Female – 76.3 87 

     Non-Binary – 2.6 3 

     Transgender – .9 1 

     Prefer not to say – .9 1 

University  –   

     McMaster – 95.6 109 

     Guelph  – 2.6 3 

     Brock – .9 1 

     Laurentian  – .9 1 

Program    

     Arts and Humanities – 2.6 3 

     Social Sciences – 63.2 72 

     Natural Sciences – 10.5 12 

     Engineering – 7.9 9 

     Mathematics and Computer science – 5.3 6 

     Business and Management – 1.8 2 

     Other  

Year 

     First 

     Second 

     Third 

     Fourth 

     Fifth or beyond 

– 

 

– 

– 

– 

– 

– 

8.8 

 

4.4 

28.9 

35.1 

25.4 

6.1 

10 

 

5 

33 

40 

29 

7 
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Procedure and Measures 
After recruitment, the participants were first directed to Qualtrics, an online survey 

platform, where they were asked to give informed consent to participate. They then 
completed the survey online through Qualtrics, taking approximately 15-20 minutes to 
complete. Participants received course credit if recruited through SONA; otherwise, no 
compensation was provided. The study procedures and measures were approved 
through the McMaster University Research Ethics Board.  

Given the novelty of our research focus, we adapted questions from the Basic 
Psychological Need Satisfaction Scale (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Gagné, 2003) and the Basic 
Psychological Need Satisfaction at Work Scale (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci et al., 2001; 
Ilardi et al., 1993; Kasser et al., 1992).  

Items were reworded and tailored to reflect participants’ experiences and perceptions 
using genAI tools. Each construct-specific scale consists of questions rated on a 7-point 
Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree), with higher scores indicating 
greater perceptions of autonomy, competence, or relatedness in the context of genAI 
usage. Composite scores for each construct were calculated by averaging responses to 
the corresponding survey items. Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach's 
alpha. 

Autonomy 
Autonomy was measured using an 8-item scale that assessed students’ perceived 

choice, freedom, and institutional support in their use of generative AI. Items captured 
whether students felt they could independently decide how to use AI in their studies. For 
example, one item stated, "I can decide how I use generative AI in my studies." The scale 
also explored whether students felt free to explore AI’s applications without fear of 
negative consequences, and whether they believed their institution trusted them to make 
these decisions. To account for perceptions of constraint or concealment, three items 
were reverse-coded. One of these stated, "I feel I need to keep my use of generative AI 
private from professors or peers." Internal consistency was low but acceptable for 
exploratory research (Cronbach’s α = .607), with item-total correlations ranging from .117 
to .477.  

Competence 
Competence was assessed using a 12-item scale that measured students’ confidence, 

skills, and knowledge related to using genAI in academic work. Items addressed students’ 
feelings of proficiency in terms of their genAI usage, as reflected in statements like "My 
ability to effectively integrate generative AI into my studies is impressive." The scale also 
assessed students’ capacity for critical evaluation, such as "When generative AI gives me 
an answer, I can critically assess its accuracy." In addition, items captured students’ 
awareness of more advanced methods, including "I am aware of advanced techniques in 
using generative AI that go beyond basic usage." The scale showed excellent internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s α = .885), with item-total correlations ranging from .200 to .813, 
indicating strong internal cohesion and a likely unidimensional structure. 

Relatedness 
Relatedness was measured using a 10-item scale focused on students’ sense of 

connection to peers and the broader social climate surrounding AI use. Items examined 
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whether students felt comfortable using AI in collaborative academic contexts and 
whether genAI fostered a sense of belonging. For instance, one item stated, "AI makes it 
easier to work with classmates or communicate ideas in group work." Another item 
reflected the broadly unifying aspect of AI use: "Using generative AI makes me feel like 
I'm part of a forward-thinking community." Two reverse-scored items that captured 
tendencies to conceal AI use or feel socially disconnected were removed due to negative 
item-total correlations. After their removal, the resulting 8-item scale showed improved 
reliability (Cronbach’s α = .674), and retained items consistently reflected social and 
collaborative themes. 

Academic Motivation 
To measure academic motivation, we administered the 14-item Short Academic 

Motivation Scale (SAMS; Kotera, Conway & Green, 2020). This scale captures a range 
of motivational orientations, including intrinsic motivation (e.g., “For the pleasure that I 
experience while I am surpassing myself in one of my personal accomplishments”), 
extrinsic motivation (e.g., “In order to have a better salary later on”), and amotivation (e.g., 
“I don’t know; I can’t understand what I am doing in school”). 

Although only intrinsic motivation was used in the final analyses, all three subscales 
were assessed for internal consistency. The 6-item intrinsic motivation subscale showed 
strong internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = .863). The 6-item extrinsic motivation subscale 
showed acceptable internal reliability (α = .742), as did the 2-item amotivation subscale 
(α = .720). 

 
Analysis 

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power to determine the minimum 
sample size needed for detecting medium effect sizes (f² = .15) with three predictors, α = 
.05, and desired power of .80. This analysis indicated a minimum required sample of 77 
participants. Our final sample of 114 participants exceeded this requirement, providing 
adequate statistical power. Prior to analysis, data was screened for quality and 
completeness.  

Pearson's correlation coefficients were computed to examine relationships between 
AI-related autonomy, competence, relatedness, and motivation variables. Multiple 
regression models were employed to examine the predictive power of AI-related 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 
Standardized beta coefficients were used to assess the relative contribution of each 
predictor, and model fit was evaluated using R² values. 

Exploratory analyses were conducted to examine the influence of AI usage frequency 
on the relationships between our key variables. Participants were categorized based on 
their reported frequency of AI use, and separate regression models were tested for 
different usage groups to determine whether the relationships between AI-related 
psychological needs and motivation varied by usage pattern. 

All analyses were conducted using SPSS version 28.0. Ethical approval for this study 
was obtained from the McMaster University Research Ethics Board, and all participants 
provided informed consent before completing the survey. 
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Results 
Descriptive statistics were calculated for all key variables, which can be viewed in 

Table 2. Among the constructs, autonomy had the lowest average score (M = 3.62, SD = 
0.82), suggesting that students generally perceive limited freedom or support in how they 
can use genAI in their studies. In contrast, students reported relatively high average levels 
of competence (M = 4.58, SD = 1.07) which indicates a strong sense of skill and 
confidence, though this feeling of mastery varies significantly. Relatedness showed a 
moderate mean score (M = 4.03, SD = 0.75), reflecting some degree of social connection 
or shared understanding around AI use among peers. Mean intrinsic motivation was 
relatively high (M = 4.92, SD = 1.17), suggesting that students generally feel intrinsically 
motivated.  

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Measures 

 

Bivariate Correlations 
Pearson correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationships between 

the key measures. As predicted, autonomy was significantly positively correlated with 
intrinsic motivation (r = .27, p = .004) and was also associated with competence (r = .23, 
p = .015) and relatedness (r = .37, p < .001). Competence was strongly related to 
relatedness (r = .52, p < .001) but was not significantly correlated with either intrinsic or 
extrinsic motivation. 

Relatedness did not significantly correlate with either intrinsic or extrinsic motivation. 
However, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation were significantly positively correlated (r = .50, 
p < .001), suggesting that students who are motivated by internal interest may also report 
being motivated by external factors. No significant associations emerged between 
autonomy or competence and extrinsic motivation (ps > .05). 

Multiple Regression Analysis 

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine whether autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness predicted intrinsic motivation across the full sample (N = 
114). The overall regression model was significant, F(3, 110) = 3.21, p = .026, accounting 
for 8.1% of the variance in intrinsic motivation (R² = .081, Adjusted R² = .056). Among the 
predictors, autonomy emerged as a significant positive predictor, b = 0.367, SE = 0.140, 
β = .26, t(110) = 2.61, p = .010, indicating that students who perceived greater freedom 
in their use of AI reported higher intrinsic motivation. In contrast, competence was not a 
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significant predictor, b = 0.129, SE = 0.116, β = .118, t(110) = 1.10, p = .272. Relatedness 
was also non-significant, b = –0.080, SE = 0.174, β = –.05, t(110) = –0.46, p = .646. 

These findings suggest that perceived control over AI use plays a more central role in 
intrinsic motivation than students' self-assessed skill or sense of peer connection, 
particularly when examining a mixed group that includes both users and non-users. 

Exploratory Analysis 
An exploratory regression was conducted among students who reported using 

generative AI multiple times per week (n = 64). This model remained statistically 
significant, F(3, 60) = 4.87, p = .004, with a notably higher explanatory power (R² = .196, 
Adjusted R² = .155). In this model, autonomy was no longer a significant predictor, b = 
0.225, SE = 0.183, β = .16, t(60) = 1.23, p = .222. Although autonomy was no longer 
statistically significant in this model, the positive direction of the effect (b = 0.225) may 
still warrant further study. Competence was the only significant predictor, b = 0.690, SE 
= 0.229, β = .36, t(60) = 3.02, p = .004, suggesting that students who felt more skilled and 
confident in using AI reported greater intrinsic motivation. Relatedness remained a non-
significant predictor, b = 0.099, SE = 0.234, β = –.06, t(60) = 0.43, p = .673. 

Model Comparison and Interpretation 
These results reveal a shift in predictive strength depending on students’ prior AI 

experience (Figure 1). When considering the full sample, perceived autonomy appears to 
drive intrinsic motivation; potentially because having the option to explore AI, regardless 
of actual use, enhances motivational orientation. However, within the subset of actual AI 
users, competence emerged as the key predictor, underscoring the importance of 
perceived skill and efficacy in fostering motivation once students are actively engaging 
with the technology. 

Figure 1 
Standardized Beta Coefficients Predicting Intrinsic Motivation from Autonomy, 
Competence, and Relatedness 
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Discussion 
The primary aim of this study was to provide clarity into a majorly understudied area 

within educational psychology: the impact of genAI tools on student academic motivation. 
Self-determination theory provides a robust and comprehensive framework from which 
we can begin to understand this impact more directly. Our findings suggest that the 
integration of genAI into learning environments has context-dependent effects on 
motivation, particularly in regard to frequency of usage, which warrants a nuanced look 
into the implications of this study.  

Confirming our hypothesis, autonomy played a small but significant role as a predictor 
of students' intrinsic academic motivation. This aligns with prior research in SDT 
suggesting that autonomy can foster intrinsic motivation among students and anchor 
learning in personal meaning rather than external control (Kusurkar et al., 2011). 
Importantly, autonomy was the lowest score out of the three constructs, and many 
students feared that the use of genAI would result in academic penalties. This is not 
surprising, as academia is still skeptical of the tool being used unethically, prompting 
educators and institutions to default towards restriction (Xiao et al. 2023). However, the 
results indicate that such restriction might have unintended negative effects, isolating 
them from using tools that they see as potentially valuable or necessary. Students may 
be anxiously aware of the mounting value placed on AI-related skills and competencies 
in the job market.  

In our exploratory analysis examining frequent AI users, we found that autonomy no 
longer became a statistically significant predictor of intrinsic motivation. This means that 
once an individual regularly uses genAI, the feeling of restriction no longer negatively 
impacts their motivation. This shift may reflect a process of cognitive dissonance 
reduction (Festinger, 1957), wherein students reconcile their continued use of genAI with 
institutional restrictions through rationalizations such as the tool’s utility, its future 
relevance, or its usage among peers. In any case, the motivational cost of restriction 
appears to diminish over time for frequent users, suggesting that adaptive psychological 
mechanisms may play a role in buffering the demotivating effects of perceived external 
control. 

Contrary to our second hypothesis, competence did not play a significant role in 
predicting intrinsic motivation among the student body. This result is unexpected given 
the potential of genAI to aid the learning process and foster motivation when the need for 
competency is met (Chiu, 2024). Evidently, the mere feeling of competency in using genAI 
does not necessarily boost intrinsic motivation above normative levels, which could be 
explained by the discrepancy between perceived competence and actual competence. It 
may be that students think they are using the tool effectively to aid their studies, but lack 
the genuine depth of understanding, strategic thinking, or even metacognitive reflection 
necessary to harness the motivational potential of tools whose value emerges only 
through disciplined exploration or structured guidance. 

Intriguingly, among students who used genAI frequently, competence became a 
moderately strong predictor of intrinsic motivation. These findings suggest two things: 
first, students can be highly intrinsically motivated in academic tasks as long as they feel 
they can use the tool effectively. However, this does not necessarily connote that the tool 
is in fact being used in ways that truly enhance deep learning. Secondly, some students 
report frequent use of AI tools despite lacking confidence in their ability to use them 
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effectively which in turn correlates with low levels of intrinsic motivation. This pattern may 
indicate that, even in restrictive academic environments, students are still knowingly 
engaging with AI in ways that are suboptimal or even inappropriate.  

Relatedness was not correlated with intrinsic motivation; likely because using genAI is 
an individual rather than a social experience. It may be that we examined this construct 
from the wrong perspective. Perhaps what should be measured is the extent to which the 
student feels socially connected or personally understood by their AI learning system, 
which is what research suggests leads to higher motivation and improved learning 
outcomes (Ebadi & Amini, 2022). As genAI continues to become more personalized to 
each individual, this aspect of relatedness might be increasingly relevant to student 
motivation.  

Implications 

While this data is not enough to make any firm conclusions on its own, it echoes the 
existing concerns already present within the literature. GenAI is not going away any time 
soon and will continue to get more advanced and integrated into society over time 
(Littman et al., 2021). Concerns over its misuse are indeed warranted; but much like how 
the prohibition of alcohol forced the industry underground (Hall, 2010), or abstinence only 
education increases risky sexual behavior (Trenholm et al., 2008), simply banning genAI 
altogether may cause similar types of problems. Increasing numbers of students are 
leveraging genAI tools at McMaster (Yachouh, Maqbool, & Rao, 2024), but if they are 
afraid to ask questions regarding proper usage due to restriction, then their AI 
competency suffers, potentially lowering intrinsic motivation and harming learning 
outcomes. Further, the student might be motivated to gain competency in the wrong 
direction by learning how to avoid AI detection through prompt engineering, minor edits 
to generated content (Fishchuk & Braun, 2024) and using AI tools designed to bypass 
detection; tools that are notably marketed directly to students (Perkins et al., 2024). 
Ultimately, this creates an anxiety fueled arms race that unintentionally sidesteps the very 
purpose of education. Prohibitory restrictions could be substituted for clear, universalized 
guidelines designed to foster an open, stress-free environment where students and 
educators can discuss these challenging times in a safe space.  

Reducing restriction might not be particularly beneficial on its own. GenAI tools are 
increasingly complex, and the boundary between productive usage and excessive 
cognitive offloading is by no means self-evident. It is not only educators who are 
concerned about this; students themselves have expressed concerns that their usage of 
genAI might be adversely affecting their actual learning and retention (Yachouh, Maqbool, 
& Rao, 2024). Any academic tool holds the potential for misuse, but responses to this fact 
have historically been centered around education rather than dismissal. In line with this, 
most researchers emphatically support AI literacy training among both students and staff 
(Barrett & Pack, 2023; Chan, 2023; Chan & Hu, 2023 Milicevic et al., 2024; 

Ofosu‑Ampong, 2023; Țală et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2023).  
Literacy and communication alone won’t eliminate misuse of the tool, but there are 

other strategies beyond restriction that could alleviate this concern. Incorporating 
experiential or project-based learning, or new forms of assessment that are conducted in 
person, like oral exams, or even incorporating critical assessment of AI-generated outputs 
into the assignment itself, are cited as possible solutions (Evangelista, 2025).  
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Assessments that use structured frameworks to evaluate students’ metacognitive 
reflections, such as key decisions made or challenges encountered during drafting 
encourage critical thinking and self-reliance, while potentially reducing the appeal of 
external tools (Ratto Parks, 2023). Although misuse will likely continue regardless of any 
strategies employed, such strategies still provide the best possible path towards 
successful genAI integration, reducing its harms and maximizing its benefits.  

Limitations  
While this study offers timely insight into the motivational impact of genAI tools in 

academic settings, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the 
findings. Most notably, the cross-sectional design prevents any conclusions about 
causality; we can identify associations, but not directional effects. Given the emerging 
nature of this research area, it is essential to interpret the results cautiously and in the 
context of other research until they can be replicated in future studies. 

Another important consideration is the sample itself. The participants were 
predominantly Social Science students from McMaster University, which limits the 
generalizability of the findings across different academic disciplines and institutions. 
Moreover, because the sample was non-randomized and based on voluntary 
participation, there is a high risk of selection bias, which may have skewed the data 
toward students who are either particularly interested in or already engaged with AI 
technologies. 

Finally, the study relied on self-report measures, which can be vulnerable to various 
forms of response bias. Social desirability, self-justification, and inaccurate recall may 
have influenced participants’ responses, especially given the ambiguity surrounding what 
constitutes effective uses of genAI in academic contexts. 

Future research directions  
While perceived autonomy and competence in using genAI might be correlated with 

intrinsic motivation, further research could look into whether it actually directly impacts 
the ability to learn information and create high-quality academic work. While perceived 
competence is an important aspect of SDT, we recommend future research to include 
measures of actual competence in using AI to gain clarity as to what level of AI literacy 
students currently have beyond mere subjective opinion. In addition to this, future 
research could instigate a longitudinal design that can more accurately assess the impact 
of adopting genAI tools into the learning process. 

Conclusion 

The debate regarding genAI’s application in higher education is far from settled. Yet, 
the present study does seem to indicate that restricting its usage altogether may have a 
negative impact on a student's academic motivation insofar as it reduces student 
autonomy and competence. Further, this restriction could limit students’ ability to attain 
AI-related competency, which is an increasingly important skill as AI continues to 
percolate throughout various sectors. Students can be afforded the opportunity to engage 
with these tools ethically and think critically about their application in academic work 
rather than rely on them as substitutes for thought. 
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Abstract 

This study investigates how disabled individuals navigate faith, 
particularly concerning structural and theological barriers to faith practice 
and belonging, as well as how the intersection of faith and disability 
shapes their identity, based on their narrative accounts. Participants (N 
= 111) filled out a five-question open-ended survey with various 
questions about their experiences with disability and faith-based identity 
(Figure 4). We conducted a qualitative thematic analysis of responses 
from disabled individuals regarding their experiences in religious and 
faith-based spaces through a lens of hermeneutic injustice, a type of 
epistemic injustice in which members of marginalized groups are 
disadvantaged in making sense of or communicating their experiences 
due to gaps in the shared interpretive resources caused by structural 
identity-based exclusion. Responses that fit the inclusion criteria (n = 59) 
revealed that many disabled participants had predominantly negative 
experiences within religious, faith-based, or spirituality-focused 
communities. Only when these communities were accessible and 
actively considerate of disabled individuals were these spaces positive 
experiences for participants. Our results complicate research that 
predominantly suggests religion improves the well-being of disabled 
individuals. Based on these findings, future research on the intersection 
of disability and religious participation should focus on centring lived 
experiences and incorporating mixed-methods approaches to record 
structural barriers and personal narratives that cannot be captured by 
quantitative research alone. 

 
Introduction 

The intersection of disability and religion occupies a complex territory shaped by both 
spiritual belonging and systemic ostracism. Current research often highlights the 
psychological benefits of religiosity for disabled individuals, but these studies can 
overlook the structural and theological obstacles that can challenge those benefits. This 
study investigates how disabled individuals navigate faith communities, with particular 
attention to how inaccessible practices, exclusionary doctrines, and stigmatizing beliefs 
shape their experiences and self-concept. Using a qualitative lens, we investigated our 
research question: What role does hermeneutic injustice—the exclusion of a subset of 
experience-based knowledge from the collective societal understanding (Fricker, 2007)—
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play in the self-conceptualization of disabled people who have previously or continue to 

engage in faith-based practices? 

Literature Review 
Disability Theology 

Christian theology has historically framed disability through narratives of sin, 
punishment, and spiritual lack (Aquinas, 2006; Bultman, 1955; Block, 2002; Eiesland, 
1994; Gould, 2018; Zahl, 2020). Augustine, quoting passages from Genesis and Romans, 
interpreted bodily suffering as evidence of God’s wrath resulting from Adam’s fall (cf. Gen. 
2:3; Rom. 6:23) (Zahl, 2020). Medieval theologians such as St. Thomas Aquinas 
continued on this line of thinking by portraying the Christian’s ultimate transformation in 
heaven as a perfect conformity to God’s image—where all weakness, infirmity, and 
defect, understood as consequences of sin, are removed (Summa Theologiae, I q. 93 a. 
4). These frameworks position disability as something to be overcome. On the other hand, 
suffering is honoured as a form of holiness–an imitation of Christ’s passion–according to 
ancient medical texts like the Asklepieion inscriptions of Hippocrates and Galen (Moss et 
al., 2011). In many Christian traditions, disabled people are either invisible or objectified: 
symbols of sin, lessons of virtue, or examples for others’ spiritual growth. According to 
Rudolf Bultmann (1955), healing stories in the Gospels often revealed Jesus’ divine glory 
rather than centring the experiences of disabled individuals. Modern scholars such as 
Jeremy Gould (2018) argue for an understanding of disability that encapsulates disability 
as a form of suffering for God’s people, insisting God’s plan draws on capitalist ideals of 
functionality in a way that disability actively betrays. These understandings of disability, 
with harmful claims of demonic entities, divine punishment, optimal functioning, and sinful 
betrayal, take an individualistic model of blame over a systemic one for the difficulties 
disabled people experience (Lloyd, 2024). Gould’s (2018) arguments follow a medical 
model of disability from a religious lens rather than the medical system itself (DasGupta, 
2015), yet fails to encompass a social (Cameron, 2014b) or charity model (Cameron, 
2014a) of disability, bringing into question whether there is an appropriate level of 
language available to describe the experiences of disabled people’s complex relationship 
with God, religion, and faith. 

Disability theology emerged in the late 20th century as a direct challenge to the 
traditional Christian frameworks that pathologized or spiritualized disability without 
consulting disabled voices. A pivotal text in this movement is Nancy Eiesland’s The 
Disabled God (1994), where she recounts a moment of theological recognition in Luke 
24:39–40: the resurrected Christ appears bearing the wounds of crucifixion, not healed 
or hidden, but intact. “I beheld God as a survivor, unpitying and forthright,” she writes, 
recognizing in Jesus “the image of those judged ‘not feasible,’ ‘unemployable,’ with 
‘questionable quality of life’” (Eiesland, p. 89). For Eiesland, this disabled God subverts 
centuries of theology that conflated disability with sin and weakness, rejecting reductive 
binaries that position disabled people as either “defiled evildoers” or “spiritual 
superheroes” (p. 71). Courtney Wilder (2023), drawing on Sharon Betcher’s work, insists 
that one’s relationship with the Divine is “incomplete without the perspectives of disabled 
people” (p. 83). As Sharon L. B. Creamer notes (2006), theology has too often offered 
only superficial access to disabled people, while disability studies have ignored the 
constructive possibilities of religious thought.  
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Hermeneutic Injustice 

The concept of hermeneutic injustice offers a powerful lens through which to 
understand how religious communities may perpetuate marginalization, particularly of 
disabled people. Fricker (2007) coined the term hermeneutic injustice as “[t]he injustice 
of having some significant area of one’s social experience obscured from the collective 
understanding owing to a structural identity prejudice in the collective hermeneutical 
resource” (p. 155). In theological contexts, this means that entire categories of human 
experience—like disability, trauma, or mental illness—may be misinterpreted, diminished, 
or excluded from official or communal religious understanding. These injustices are not 
simply a result of individual biases but stem from institutionalized views that uphold the 
dominance of powerful groups. Because these views benefit those in power, there is little 
motivation to search for a better interpretation (Dotson, 2012).  

Panchuck (2020) deepens this critique in religious contexts, noting that such injustice 
is often perpetuated through “normatively laden” language that is inaccessible or 
meaningless outside specific communities. These shared meanings affect what people 
believe is possible. For example, in a Catholic community, a woman claiming a divine call 
to priesthood is likely to be dismissed not because it is linguistically incoherent, but 
because the shared hermeneutic denies the legitimacy of women’s ordination (Panchuck, 
2020).  

When communities lack the interpretive tools to name exclusion, those who suffer it 
may come to believe their pain is personal failure rather than systemic harm. Panchuk 
calls this biblically argued marginalization “religiously informed identity prejudice” (2020, 
p. 612). Kathy Black (1996) exemplifies this problem in her theological reading of Mark 
7:31–37, where Jesus heals a man traditionally understood to be deaf and mute. Many 
disabled readers, she notes, observe that the man’s speech impairment implies he was 
not deaf from birth, thus challenging the assumption that this story reflects a normative 
model of healing. Furthermore, some clergy have even used the passage to argue that 
God prefers speech over sign language—a conclusion that privileges able-bodied norms 
and has actively harmed the Deaf community (p. 94).  

In religious settings, instead of elevating marginalized voices, the shared community 
hermeneutic may erase or skew negative experiences with positive language. Wellwood 
calls this phenomenon “spiritual bypassing” (1984) in reference to religion or spirituality. 
For example, the pervading Evangelical view holds that demonic manifestations, sin, or 
lack of faith are the cause of mental illness; if the illness persists, the sufferer is not 
praying enough (Lloyd et al., 2022). Lloyd also refers to this line of thought as “spiritual 
reductionism” (2024, p. 112), arguing that when it comes to mental health in religious 
environments, it is the discomfort brought on by people with negative interpretations, 
attitudes, and assumptions projected onto people that is the most pervasive disability 
(Lloyd, 2024), not the disability itself.  

Religion as Beneficial to Disabled Individuals 
While exclusionary theologies and hermeneutical injustice exist, religion also remains 

a meaningful and empowering resource for many within the disabled community. For 
many disabled individuals, religion can be a source of great comfort. Studies have shown 
that religion can promote resilience and connectedness with others (Iannello et al., 2022) 
and correlates with higher subjective well-being and life satisfaction for religious disabled 
folks than non-religious disabled folks (Kim, 2020; Marinić and Nimac, 2021). It has also 
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been shown to provide a sense of purpose for religious caretakers of disabled children 
(Zriker et al., 2024). 

Perfectionism, Scrupulosity, & OCD 

As previously discussed, religion can be both a source of healing and harm for disabled 
individuals. But this duality becomes especially pronounced in the intersection of religion 
and mental health. One such intersection involves scrupulosity—a form of religious or 
moral perfectionism often associated with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), though 
it can also appear independently as a personality trait (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013). This can manifest in religious contexts as repetitive prayers, confessions, and 
excessive efforts to seek forgiveness (Allen et al. 2023). In religious environments, a 
scrupulous person may just appear devoted. However, these compulsions negatively 
impact overall well-being through an increase in anxiety, guilt, and shame, sometimes 
leading to an aversion to God. Disabled individuals may even be more susceptible to 
scrupulosity if they have internalized the religious belief that their disabilities are due to 
sin or moral failing, as they may feel pressure to alleviate these feelings that spur anxiety 
with confession or prayer (Allen et al., 2023).  

While scrupulosity can have damaging consequences, its severity and impact are 
shaped by how individuals engage with their faith. The relationship between religiosity 
and mental health is not uniform; instead, it varies based on internal versus external 
motivations for religious practice. This distinction becomes key in understanding how 
religious beliefs influence well-being among disabled populations. 

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Religiosity 
A growing body of research suggests that the psychological and spiritual outcomes of 

religiosity are less about belief itself and more about the motivation behind it. A scoping 
review by Iannello et al. (2022) emphasizes that religiosity's effect on individuals—
whether positive or negative—largely depends on whether it is approached intrinsically or 
extrinsically. Intrinsic religiosity refers to engaging in faith for its own sake—motivated by 
personal conviction, internalized values, or a sincere relationship with the divine. In 
contrast, extrinsic religiosity reflects outwardly motivated practice—such as participating 
in religion to meet social expectations, please family members, or avoid community 
rejection (Steffen, 2014). 

This distinction is especially relevant for disabled individuals. Steffen (2014) found that 
those who were intrinsically religious reported significantly lower levels of negative affect 
related to their faith experience. In contrast, extrinsic religiosity was correlated with 
maladaptive perfectionism and increased emotional distress. While adaptive 
perfectionism—characterized by intrinsically motivated goal-setting and personal 
growth—can be beneficial, maladaptive perfectionism, often rooted in external pressure 
and self-criticism, intensifies anxiety and shame (Steffan, 2014). Disabled individuals who 
feel compelled to conform to religious ideals or prove spiritual worthiness may experience 
their faith as an additional burden rather than a source of comfort. This distinction 
reinforces the need for religious spaces to cultivate authentic, supportive engagement 
with faith, especially for those navigating disability and spiritual identity simultaneously. 
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Research Question 

What role does hermeneutic injustice—the exclusion of a subset of experience-based 
knowledge from the collective societal understanding (Fricker, 2007)—play in the self-
conceptualization of disabled people who have previously or continue to engage in faith-
based practices?  

Rationale 
Overall, we found a distinct lack of papers that engage critically with the intersections 

of religion and disability. Although researchers worked with disabled participants, papers 
we encountered were rarely written by and with disabled academics, aside from when the 
papers focused on disability theology. Since disability theology is an emerging field, there 
is a systemic lack of critical perspectives in papers that discuss the benefits and harms 
of religion on disabled people. 

Scientific rationale aside, several members of this research team have their own lived 
experiences with the intersections of disability and religion, faith, and spirituality, and felt 
as though the existing research did not encompass their own experiences within these 
communities and theologies. Rather than applying a reductive approach to our own lived 
experience accounts, we allowed these experiences to guide our way through the project 
while remaining reflexive. Several members of the research team ensured reflexive 
practices were present throughout the project and challenged when certain analyses of 
data were biased, allowing us to both embrace our lived experiences and ensure an 
unbiased analysis. These experiences, alongside previous scientific research and 
perspectives, provided us with the necessary rationale to engage in this project. 

Methods 
Participants & Procedures 

Participants included 111 individuals from various locations within North America, who 
were recruited through two main sources. The first source focused on Facebook groups 
that contained previously religious individuals or individuals who were currently religiously 
practicing. This method took on a convenience and snowball sampling technique, with 
these groups being asked to share the “call for participants” post, which was made on a 
personal account belonging to one of the researchers. The post received 51 total shares, 
6 from Facebook groups and 4 from Facebook pages. The second source involved 
sharing a research poster on our personal social media accounts to garner attention from 
McMaster University students and peers, which also utilized a convenience and snowball 
sampling technique.  

We conducted our qualitative survey through the Qualtrics platform. Once participants 
were screened for eligibility, they were either directed out of the survey or to our open-
ended questions (Figure 4). The survey was created using Qualtrics and posted on 
Facebook and personal Instagram pages on January 22nd, 2025. The survey was closed 
on February 8th, 2025, after 17 days, as while we anticipated leaving the survey open 
longer, we decided to close our survey after considering the time constraints of this project 
alongside our capacity as students. Each survey took an average of ~18 minutes to 
complete when excluding outliers over 166 minutes/10000 seconds (n = 4). Participation 
in the survey was entirely voluntary, as no compensation was provided to participants for 
completing the survey. 
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Of the 111 total participants, 59 were selected for inclusion in the study. Those who 
were excluded (n = 52) were excluded due to ineligibility to participate (not disabled, not 
currently/previously religiously practicing, could not/did not consent) or because they did 
not respond to a minimum of one of the open-ended questions asked. Therefore, our final 
sample in our thematic analysis included 59 participants’ responses to our open-ended 
questions. 

Demographics 
As visible in Figure 1, the average age of our sample (n = 59) was 41.8 years old, with 

our youngest participant being 19 and our oldest being 72. Our standard deviation (13.4) 
has a low coefficient of variation (CV = 0.32), indicating that most participants’ ages are 
close to our mean (41.8 years old). Visible in Figure 2, the most prevalent gender identity 
reported by respondents in our study was female (66.1%), followed by male (18.6%). We 
received quite a high number of non-binary2 respondents to our study (15.8%), a group 
that has remained absent in previous research on the relationship between disability, well-
being, and religion (Kim, 2020; Marinić and Nimac, 2021). Our sample, while having a 
high heterosexual (42.4%) demographic, was also relatively highly bisexual (18.6%), 
followed by asexual (8.5%). Our sample tended to be most commonly married (32.2%), 
single (23.7%), or dating one person (18.6%). Despite the variety in gender, sexuality, 
and relationship status, our sample highly identified as European/white (88.1%), with the 
next highest identified racial identities being our self-identification category (3.4%) or 
multiracial (3.4%). Most participants reported having obtained a 4-year college or 
university degree (32.8%), with the next highest being a Master’s degree (27.6%), 
followed by some college/university experience (19.0%). 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Age of Participants (n = 59) 

  N  n Missing Mean Median SD Min Max 

Age 111 59     52 41.8 41 13.4  19  72 

 

Table 2: Frequency Table of Reported Demographics (n = 59) 

 Counts % of Total Cumulative % 

Gender    

   Man (cis- or transgender) 11 18.6% 18.6% 

   Woman (cis- or 
transgender) 

39 66.1% 84.7% 

                                                
2 Neither male nor female. 
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   Non-Binary 3 5.1% 89.8% 

   Genderqueer 1 1.7% 91.5% 

   Prefer to self-identify: 5 8.5% 100.0% 

Sexuality    

   Lesbian 3 5.1% 5.1% 

   Gay 1 1.7% 6.8% 

   Bisexual 11 18.6% 25.4% 

   Pansexual 2 3.4% 28.8% 

   Straight (heterosexual) 25 42.4% 71.2% 

   Asexual 5 8.5% 79.7% 

   Queer 4 6.8% 86.5% 

   Questioning 3 5.1% 91.6% 

   Prefer to self-describe: 5 8.5% 100.0% 

Relationship Status    

   Single 14 23.7% 23.7% 

   Dating my partner 
exclusively 

11 18.6% 42.3% 

   Common-law 3 5.1% 47.4% 

   Married 19 32.2% 79.6% 

   Divorced 7 11.9% 91.5% 

   Prefer to self-describe 5 8.5% 100.0% 

Race    

   East Asian (e.g., Chinese, 
Taiwanese, 

   Japanese, Korean, etc.) 

1 1.7% 1.7% 

   South Asian (e.g., Afghan, 
Nepali, Tamil, 

   Bangladeshi, Pakistani, 
Indian, Sri 

   Lankan, Punjabi) 

1 1.7% 3.4% 

   European/White 52 88.1% 91.5% 

   Latin, South or Central 
American 

1 1.7% 93.2% 
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   Prefer to self-identify: 2 3.4% 96.6% 

   Multiple options selected* 2 3.4% 100.0% 

Education    

   Less than high school 1 1.7% 1.7% 

   High school/GED 2 3.4% 5.1% 

   Some college/technical 
   school/university 

11 19.0% 24.1% 

   2-year college/technical 
   school/university 

degree/diploma (e.g., 
   AA, AS) 

2 3.4% 27.5% 

   4-year college/university 
degree (e.g., BA, 

   BS) 

19 32.8% 60.3% 

   Master’s degree (e.g., MA, 
MS, MEng, 

   MBA) 

16 27.6% 87.9% 

   Doctorate degree (e.g., 
PhD, EdD) 

3 5.2% 93.1% 

   My highest level of 
education is not on 

   this list (please specify): 

4 6.9% 100.0% 

* We allowed some individuals to choose multiple options to best describe their 
race. However, only a few respondents chose to do this, so we have combined them 
into one group here. 

 
Measures 

Definitions & Inclusion Criteria 
Disability. 

For the sake of our dataset, we refrained from defining disability to our participants to 
accommodate the many ways disability exists in various societal hermeneutics. For a 
participant to meet the inclusion criteria of ‘disabled’ for our survey, we asked if the 
participant a) self-identified as disabled and b) could freely and, under legal definitions, 
consent despite their disability. This allowed us to include individuals in our sample who 
may have difficulties accessing official diagnoses (see: Overton et al., 2023) or individuals 
who may hold stigmatized diagnoses that they would be otherwise unwilling to disclose 
and therefore be dissuaded from participation (Rüsch et al., 2005). Therefore, if an 
individual identified as disabled and could freely consent, they met the inclusion criteria 
for our study. 
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Experience with Faith-Based Practices. 

We required participants to claim that they had experience with faith-based practices. 
We asked, more specifically, if the participant had any past or present religious affiliation 
(currently religious, religious in the past, raised in a religious family, etc.). After receiving 
feedback from some participants, however, we realized that there were important 
differences in terms like faith, religion, and spirituality that we failed to consider when 
drafting our demographic and open-ended questions. Below are clear definitions of each 
term based on a review of relevant literature and suggestions provided by participants 
that we used to inform our thematic analysis and our discussion. 

Table 3: Distinctions Between Faith, Religion, and Spirituality 

Term Definition 

Faith 

“based in obedience” (Gartenberg, 2025); “a firm and 
certain knowledge of God’s benevolence towards us” 
(Bishop & McKaughan, 2023), a state of trust towards a 
figure. While religious institutions can act as a guiding 
force for the development of faith, faith can occur outside 
of religious institutions as well and exist independently of 
religion. 

Religion 

“the search for significance that occurs within the 
context of established institutions that are designed to 
facilitate spirituality” with goals that may be 
“psychological (e.g. anxiety reduction, meaning, impulse 
control), social (e.g. belonging, identity, dominance), and 
physical (e.g. longevity, evolutionary adaptation, death), 
as well as those that are spiritual” (Pargament et al., 
2013, p. 15) 

Spirituality 

“the search for the sacred.” Applying to God and also 
to “other aspects of life that are perceived to be 
manifestations of the divine or imbued with divine-like 
qualities, such as transcendence, immanence, 
boundlessness, and ultimacy” (Pargament et al., 2013, p. 
7).  

 
Questions & Intentions 

Due to the nature of previous research, our study remained exploratory and therefore 
did not rely on any pre-existing measures. Because our goal was to explore and center 
the reported lived experiences of religiously practicing disabled participants, a goal absent 
in quantitative research of similar topics, we chose a qualitative research design. Since 
our focus was not on the extent to which individuals were disabled or engaged in faith, 
religion, and spirituality, but instead on the respondents’ experiences, we did not take 
measurements of the strength of these identities through scales. Survey questions were 
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created by all researchers through a collaborative effort, who rigorously critiqued biased 
or confusing phrasing. 

We administered 5 open-ended questions to participants, followed by a list of neutral 
prompts to help individuals find a way to respond to questions that best fit their personal 
experiences. The decision to list 5 questions allowed us to gather enough information 
from participants without risking participant drop-off. Leaving questions open-ended 
allowed participants to write as much as they deemed appropriate for each question. 

Table 4: List of Open-Ended Research Questions 

Question Intention 
Response 

rate (n = 59) 

What does/did your faith 
mean to you? 
 
(Prompts: How important 
is/was it to you? How 
does/did it impact your daily 
life? How does/did it impact 
your sense of self?) 

Intended to measure the level of 
importance of faith in the 
respondent’s life. Taken into 
consideration in coding: Did the 
respondent engage in religion 
because of pressure or because of 
personal values? etc. Intended to 
provide insight into the 
respondent’s identity with 
religion/faith. 

98.3% 

How do you feel your 
disabled identity/disability has 
shaped your relationship with 
your faith or spirituality, or 
vice-versa? 

 
(Prompts: Has it played a 
role? Was it beneficial, or 
harmful? How? Does your 
disability enhance your faith, 
or feel like a barrier to it?) 

Intended to prompt participants to 
discuss the ways their 
faith/spirituality interacted with their 
disability, and the type of 
relationship existent. Was the 
relationship positive? Was it 
negative? Included prompts for both 
positive and negative experiences 
in hopes of mitigating any potential 
bias. Also intended to gather 
information on the reported impact 
of both religion/faith and disability 
on identity. 

96.6% 

How have religious 
teachings, practices, or 
communities responded to 
your disability? 

 
(Prompts: Does/did your 
religious community include 
and represent your disabled 
identity/disability? Has your 
religious community had the 

Intended to gather insight about the 
general accessibility of reported 
religious communities/spaces. 
Hopes of informing why these 
spaces may not be considered 
beneficial to some individuals, 
which would contradict previous 
research on well-being, disability, 
and religiosity. Also curious about 
the language being utilized in 

94.9% 
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proper language or 
understanding to talk about 
or address disability? How 
did/do you perceive your 
religious community to view 
your disability? Do they look 
at it as a positive or negative 
thing?) 

religious spaces, given previous 
concerns about including 
hermeneutics in theologies. 

Is there anything else you 
would like people and the 
general public to 
know/understand about your 
experience with religion as a 
disabled person/person with 
a disability? 

Intended to try and receive/prompt 
‘doorknob confessions’, where an 
individual might have more to say 
but held off until the end of the 
survey. Because our main survey 
was only 3 questions, this added 
question serves as a catch-all for 
anything we may have missed that 
participants might reportedly find 
important. 

69.5% 

Is there anything else you 
would like the researchers to 
know? 

Intended to receive feedback about 
the survey, receive information 
about other areas of concern for 
participants to inform future 
research, etc. 

40.7% 

 
Results 

Coding Process 
Once data collection was completed, each researcher went through all results 

individually and developed a personal codebook for round one. Each coder was provided 
with a transcript on Delve containing all responses for each of the five questions and went 
through the data without consultation from other coders. All responses for a given 
question were grouped under one transcript rather than separated by individual 
participants. Coders were informed to keep a journal of notes and to flag their emotional 
states so they could be aware of how this may impact their codes. Coders were not 
allowed to talk to each other about their codes. This process lasted about two weeks.  

Once round one was finished, all coders met and discussed their findings, working 
together to identify common themes which were developed into the final codebook (Figure 
5). Once the codebook was solidified, coders went back through the transcripts and coded 
the data accordingly in a second round. Due to time constraints, each coder was only 
assigned 1-2 question transcripts to code in the second round. This round, in contrast to 
the first, was collaborative: coders would look over each other’s codes, ask questions to 
clarify whether codes applied or not, and were critical of each other’s codes. Coders were 
informed not to stray from the codebook in this round. 
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Table 5: Codebook 

Code Theme/Code/Subcode Description 

Individual Codes/No Specific 
Theme 

 

Neurodivergence impacted 
respondent’s relationship with  
religion. 

Respondent indicated that they are 
neurodivergent specifically and 
related their relationship with religion 
to their neurodivergent identity. 

Retrospective reflections on 
experience with faith/community. 

Respondent reflected on parts of their 
practice that they didn't think about 
while practicing/before taking the 
survey. 

No relationship. 
Respondent indicated that their faith 
had no impact on their disability/vice-
versa. 

Interesting quotes 

A code used by coders for statements 
made by respondents that may be 
beneficial later but do not have coding 
significance. 

Importance of Faith  

Religion as an important aspect the 
respondent's life. 

Respondent indicated religion is a 
critical aspect of importance/meaning 
in their life. 

No longer important. 

Respondent indicated that religion 
was a critical aspect of 
importance/meaning in their life, but 
that is no longer the case. 

Faith never important. 
Respondent indicated that faith was 
not important to their life, despite 
practicing/having practiced. 

Form of Faith  

Religion as structured/routine. 

Respondent indicated that religion 
was heavily structured and followed 
some sort of routine every time, 
regardless of whether this was a 
positive or negative aspect of the 
practice to them. 
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Self-Guided Religion/Spirituality 

Respondent indicated that their faith 
wasn't necessarily religious but based 
within themselves and their individual 
practices. 

Distance from organized faith made 
respondent closer to individual faith. 

Respondent expressed that religion 
was harsh, but once they distanced 
themselves from an organized 
practice, it was a more positive 
experience. 

Faith provides moral framework for 
worldview. 

Respondent indicated that faith 
provides a guidebook on how to live 
and work with others and the world. 

Negative Associations Within Faith  

Scrupulosity 
Respondent expressed that they 
monitor their behaviour/thoughts on a 
moral judgment because of faith. 

Shame/Guilt 
Respondent expressed a feeling of 
shame/guilt within faith. 

Trauma 

Respondent indicated that they 
developed a form of trauma because 
of faith. Due to the nature of this 
code, trauma-based language must 
be explicit and not implied. 

Ostracization/hermeneutic exclusion 
within the church community due to 
disability. 

Respondent indicated that they were 
ostracized from the community 
because of their disability. Occurs 
from the side of the religious 
organization itself; active action. 

Unintended ignorance 

Respondent indicated they were 
unintentionally ostracized from the 
community due to ignorance around 
their disability. 

Faith/community avoids disability 
Respondent indicated that their 
faith/community openly avoids talking 
about/to disability. 

Structured, hermeneutic injustice 
around disability. 

Respondent indicated that organized 
religion/faith/etc. is just not organized 
to support disabled followers. 
Structural/foundational issue. 

Barriers to practice faith because of 
lack of accessibility. 

Respondent indicated that they were 
unable to access the church because 
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of barriers in their way; passive 
action. 

Testimonial Injustice around disability. 

Respondent indicated that the 
church/faith diminished their 
experiences as a knower of their 
disability. 

Positive Associations Within Faith  

Faith as a coping mechanism for 
disability. 

Respondent indicated that faith was a 
coping mechanism for disability. 
Indicated that faith was a form of 
survival when they felt hopeless about 
their disability/health. 

Faith as a coping mechanism for 
negative parts of life. 

Respondent indicated that faith was a 
coping mechanism for negative parts 
of life, and not necessarily disability. 

Disability as an enhancement of faith. 
Respondent indicated that disability 
enhanced faith and made them feel 
closer to God. 

Disability-inclusive faith. 
Respondent indicated that their 
community was inclusive/supportive 
of disability. 

Religion brought community. 

Respondent indicated that religion 
brought a sense of community and 
belonging in a way that they 
appreciated 

Spiritual Bypassing  

"I'll Pray for You/Pray Away" mentality 
in others. 

Respondent indicates that other 
followers insisted on prayer as a form 
of cure for disability. 

Disability viewed as weakness; result 
of sin/lack of faith. 

Respondent indicated that disability 
was viewed as a lack of faith or 
weakness of faith, even as a 
punishment from God as a result of 
sin. 

Identity  

Disability as identity. 
Respondent indicated that disability is 
an important facet of their identity. 

Faith as identity. 
Respondent indicated that faith is an 
important facet of their identity. 
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Identity conflict between faith and 
disability. 

Respondent indicated that there was 
a conflict between religion and 
disability that caused them an identity 
'crisis' / distress. 

Disability as a Tool  

Performative Allyship/Activism 

Respondent indicated that their 
religion/community doesn't/didn’t 
actually engage in disability justice 
practices despite aiming to help 
people with disabilities; goals were 
performative in nature and did not 
actually help. 

Charity Model 

Respondent indicated that the 
organized religion utilized disability to 
their own advantages, like being 
perceived as more charitable. 

Motivations Behind Practice  

Extrinsic motivation 
Respondent indicated there were 
external pressures to join/practice 
faith. Practice came from external. 

Intrinsic motivation 
Respondent indicated there were 
internal factors to join/practice faith. 
Practice came internal. 

 
Thematic Analysis 

After reviewing codes, we were able to come up with 6 core themes present in the 
dataset: negative experiences with faith & religion, positive experiences with faith & 
religion, disability as a tool for organized religion, faith as a tool for the individual, 
neurodivergence & faith, and no relationship reported. For each theme, we provide a 
handful of anonymized quotes from our dataset below. This is done to place disabled 
voices at the forefront of this research, given that testimonial injustice in religious 
communities was highly reported by respondents in our data set. 

Negative Experiences with Faith & Religion. 
Our data set predominantly consisted of individuals who were frustrated with their 

experiences and expressed having a difficult time practicing because of the treatment 
towards disabled identities/disability in religion and faith. This contradicts research that 
shows these religious spaces were beneficial to the well-being of disabled and able-
bodied people (Iannello et al., 2022). The sentiment shared by most respondents–that 
religious spaces and theologies were unsafe for and hostile toward disabled followers–
was common in literature created by disabled theologians (Eiesland, 1994). 
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Scrupulosity, Guilt, & Shame. 
Many responses contained discussions expressing feelings of scrupulosity, guilt, and 

shame that were created by and perpetuated in religious spaces and theologies and tied 
into their disability, especially for respondents with general anxiety. The idea that “God 
can see all of [their] thoughts” led respondents to report feeling like “total garbage and 
doomed to hell” especially when they were forced to confess their sins. Respondents who 
disclosed identifying with OCD or autism particularly dominated this subtheme: 

“My OCD has made it harder for me to access a spiritual connection to 
any god or religion due to moral concerns and overthinking.” 

 
“In some ways, religious teachings also had a negative impact on my 
OCD in particular. We were taught that God can see all our thoughts 
and they can also be sinful. As someone with intrusive thoughts as a 
result of my OCD, this led to internal compulsions as a response to guilt 
for thoughts that I now know are outside of my control.” 

 
“I do feel like my [a]utism played a huge role in my relationship with 
religion in my youth. I did try to take things at face value. So when my 
priest told us that even thinking a bad thought was a sin, I believed him. 
I have intrusive thoughts alot, and did even back then. That convinced 
me I was committing horrible sins all the time, and couldn't make myself 
stop even when I wanted to. This led to me guilt, anxiety, profound 
depression.” 

Testimonial & Hermeneutical Injustice. 
Many respondents also indicated that experiences of hermeneutical and testimonial 

injustice toward their disability were prevalent in faith and religion. Respondents indicated 
that in religion and faith, disability was viewed as sin and that “in heaven, all [bodies] 
would be made perfect and new ... any physical impairment would fade away”. Disability 
was not considered a natural form of human existence in many theologies, which led 
respondents to report that their disability “[was viewed as] a result of sin in [their] life and 
not a legitimate disability issue.” One respondent, who was an ordained minister, stated 
that religion’s “[i]nability to be open and accept[ing] regarding [their] disabilities was a 
major contributor to [their] leaving.” Particularly for mental health problems, individuals 
reported that treatment options present outside of religion and faith were demonized, and 
invisible illnesses were delegitimized. One participant mentioned how “dehumanizing [it 
is] to discover post-disability how little regard the church now holds you in.” 

Ostracization & Barriers. 
Respondents most commonly reported that because of their disabled identity and need 

for accommodations, they were ostracized from religious communities for their needs and 
the countless barriers in their way. Many participants stated being generally unable to 
engage in the typical practices expected of followers because of a lack of 
accommodations provided for their (mostly physical) disabilities: 

“I no longer attend in person church because of the lack of accessibility 
and after being told I could just watch church through a window since 
they could not accommodate me.” 
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“My disability is invisible--I live with chronic pain and fatigue. I felt 
strongly judged for being too tired to do meetings/services while working 
full time. I received a lot of comments about how I would just feel better 
once I push myself to go, even though I would feel even more exhausted 
after.” 

 
“Accommodations were rare, and over time it made me trust my church 
less and less.” 

Conflict Between Faith and Disability. 
Respondents also reported feeling a conflict between their religion-, faith-, or 

spirituality-based identity and their disabled identity because of the way they were treated 
as disabled persons in both religious spaces and theologies. Some respondents stated 
that they no longer felt comfortable calling themselves both religious/faithful and disabled 
at the same time, reporting that their “disability and [their] faith were sometimes at odds” 
and that their disability “caused [them] to question [their] beliefs.” Some participants made 
statements beyond just disability identity conflict, going as far as to state: 

“ … religion is an inadequate lens through which to view the self or the 
human person in all its complexity, and glaringly inadequate for 
understanding and accepting disability in general.” 

Positive Experiences with Faith & Religion. 

Although most respondents provided us with negative testimonies about their 
experiences in religious spaces and faith, a minority of participants mentioned that faith, 
religion, and spirituality were beneficial to their disabled identity.  

Community. 
Respondents indicated that faith and religion brought a sense of community and 

belonging that they were unable to achieve elsewhere. Participants stated: “[it] helped me 
form community and friends, which also impacted my sense of self,” “besides the higher 
power [,] having the support of a community is so very helpful,” “[m]y disability has allowed 
me [to] go connect to people in my church. I have been open about it and find others with 
similar challenges,” and that “the many prayers of my faith family helped greatly to save 
my life. The many cards reminded me that even though I was not present, I was not 
forgotten.” 

“Disability Enhances my Faith.” 
Some respondents indicated that their relationship with faith and spirituality was 

enhanced by their disability rather than hindered. Participants made statements such as: 
“ … my disability has influenced my faith/spirituality by having me 
heavily motivated to explore disability theology and follow other 
neurodiverse people of faith; my faith/spirituality has helped me to 
accept my disability and to look for ways that my disability can be put 
into the service of the Divine.” 

Participants also stated that their unique relationship with God was fulfilling to them: 
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“ … my belief that I am wonderfully made by God means that he made 
me this way, in his image, disabilities and all, and loves me all the same. 
I find the thought that this is how I am made to be and still in the image 
of God comforting.” 

 
“With faith, even disability finds meaning and purpose. I have learnt far 
more about myself, my relationships and my trust of God through 
disability than I would have if I was able bodied.” 

Disability-Inclusive Faith. 
Some respondents indicated that their religious communities were making a genuine 

effort to include disabled followers or to practice what we described as ‘disability-inclusive 
faith’: 

“I feel like recently there has been more supports available for disabled 
individuals, including culturally-sensitive therapeutic spaces 
(community circles, therapy sessions, mindfulness exercises, etc) for 
individuals with disabilities. I've also noticed a recent shift away from the 
""pray it away"" approach to mental health in Canadian Muslim 
communities.” 

 
“At Mass you will see the priest walk to those who can’t to let them 
receive the Eucharist. There is an effort to include people and their life 
is just as important as anyone else’s.” 

Disability as a Tool for Religion. 

Some respondents indicated that, although there were attempts to accommodate 
them, they felt as though their and others’ disabilities were being used as a tool of moral 
profit for the religious organization. Concerning both theologies and religious spaces, 
respondents made claims that tokenism and saviour complexes were prevalent, stating 
more specifically: 

“I have observed a sense of tokenism when I have seen people with 
visible disabilities in faith circles--people who speak to them out of a 
desire to be seen as good, as opposed to actually wanting to get to 
know them.” 
 
“I often felt there wasn't room to be neurodiverse/mentally ill as an adult, 
as the focus was on disabled children and a savior complex around 
disabled children and their families.” 
 
“I found in my church community that people wanted to "help" with lots 
of things. But that this often led to saviorism.” 

 
 In addition, participants indirectly referenced how the charity/pity model of disability 

was prevalent in religious spaces and theologies. Respondents stated that “many 
religious people take on a ‘pity-based’ approach to disabled people, which rubs me the 
wrong way,” or that “[d]isabled people not being able to do things made them need to be 
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saved … and that the rest of the faith community would recognize their good deed of 
helping a disabled person.” 

Faith as a Tool for the Individual. 

On the other hand, some respondents reported that faith was a beneficial tool for them 
in surviving the world. In the same way, someone with chronic pain may use a cane or a 
student may use accommodations, faith became a way for these respondents to cope 
with the day-to-day challenges of disability. This theme falls in line with the narratives 
present in current well-being research on disability and faith/religion/spirituality (Iannello 
et al., 2022). 

Structure/Organization. 
A surprisingly prevalent subtheme in our dataset was our respondents’ enjoyment of 

the structure and organization that religious practices brought them. Not surprisingly, 
however, was the higher rate of disclosures of autism and OCD associated with this 
subtheme. Respondents stated that they frequently attended religious services, 
sometimes multiple times a week, and that “[their] faith [offered them] a routine.” This 
routine and structure was “a reason for enjoying practicing [their] faith,” and “[b]eing able 
to come back to traditional practices despite the rapid changes in [their] life provided 
security … [they] felt [they were] able to remain grounded and connected to [themselves].” 

Coping with Life & Disability. 
For quite a few respondents, both their faith and religious communities brought a sense 

of comfort that allowed them to cope with the daily stressors of life and disability in 
general. “[R]eligion provided a sense of familiarity when [they were] dealing with health 
issues in the long term.” Respondents also stated: 

“My faith was my past, present, and future, the source of truth, and a 
place of warmth and safety and virtually all of my identity.” 
 
“ … faith has been very important to me … in the context of hope and 
joy, not … through a lens of criticism or condemnation.” 
 
“Faith is just one of many methods that disabled people can use to find 
hope in a world that often seems bent on preventing a future for those 
with disabilities.” 

 
 Interestingly, some respondents also used faith/religion/spirituality as a means to 

express the difficulties of living with disability in an ableist society. Some respondents 
disclosed that they had used religion to “[pray God] would just let me cease to exist” and 
that religion was “an expression of the pain and difficulty I experience in society and 
internally that helps me process it.” For one respondent, this sentiment was especially 
clear: 

“I would instead BEG God to just unmake me. I suppose, in a way, this 
kept me alive. I wanted to die, but knew that if I killed myself, I would go 
to hell. Since God was all powerful, as miserable as I was, I was certain 
that God could make hell somehow even worse. So, instead, I prayed 
he would just let me cease to exist.” 
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Neurodivergence & Faith. 

Although we did not ask respondents to disclose the nature of their disability, we 
received disclosures of respondents’ neurodivergent identities and how these identities 
particularly related to their faith and religion. For Autistic respondents, sentiments were 
shared about how their “logical thinking approach [made] matters of faith challenging to 
reconcile” and that “[they] took all theology literally and as seriously as a matter of life and 
death, since that's how it was presented.” For participants with ADHD, their disorder 
“[made them] a sensitive person with a need to have personal investment and creativity 
in [their] faith practice.” As mentioned previously, many respondents with OCD grappled 
with the difficulties of scrupulosity pervasive in religious theologies. For neurodivergence 
more broadly, one respondent stated that “[they are] a parent to a child who is [n]euro 
divergent and [they] wouldn't classify the church or religion in general to be a safe place 
for them.” 

No Relationship Reports. 
Some respondents reported that there was no relationship or impact between their 

disabled identity and their faith, religion, or spirituality. While this theme was small 
amongst our dataset, it is still important to consider how faith, religion, spirituality and 
disability do not intersect for some individuals. They reported that “[t]he disability is 
annoying but hasn’t affected [their] faith” or that “[they] didn’t notice any overlap between 
the two.” For some participants, existing as both disabled and religious was “[n]either a 
positive or negative. It just [was] - deal with it as such.” 

Discussion 
Faith-based communities have the potential to be powerful, deeply meaningful, and 

enriching communities. At the same time, they have the very real potential to impart 
lasting harm on their community members. The majority of participants in this study 
reported experiencing significant barriers within their religious communities. These 
barriers, as seen in the dataset, arose both from theological frameworks and physical 
inaccessibility, contributing to the physical and hermeneutical exclusion of disabled 
individuals from religion and faith. 

Although negative reviews predominated, some of the data aligned with previous 
research on positive intersections of disability and religion, which suggests religion and 
faith act as a source of improved well-being for some disabled participants (Kim, 2020; 
Marinić and Nimac, 2021).  

Experiences of discrimination are shown to negatively impact the well-being of 
individuals through their self-esteem, life satisfaction, depression, and more (Schmitt et 
al., 2014). For disabled individuals in religious or faith-based spaces, the stakes are often 
quite literally heaven or hell. The previous research on this topic acts as a foundational 
framework for this study; however, previous research comes predominantly from 
quantitative analyses, while this project takes an exclusively qualitative analysis. As a 
result, this study is uniquely positioned to capture more personal testimonial accounts 
that may not be fully represented in existing quantitative research surrounding this topic.  

Qualitative research provides disabled individuals with the space to defy expectations 
of ability that are not achievable in quantitative research. Data injustice is a term used by 
disability advocates to express a general distaste toward quantitative data practices that 
discriminate and exclude disabled perspectives because of their inaccessibility (Charitsis 
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& Lehtiniemi, 2023). Automated systems and code rely on individuals who fit strict criteria, 
who do not stick out, and who abide by the rules, expectations which are typically defied 
by disabled research participants. When considering the research that explores 
relationships between well-being, religion, and disability, this research is dominated by 
quantitative approaches that fail to encapsulate the holistic disability experience, one full 
of creativity, defiance, complexity, and difference (Jones, 2022). Our focus on qualitative 
over quantitative data, in consideration of unjust data practices towards disabled 
participants, may therefore explain why our results included alternative perspectives to 
existing research on the topic. 

Methodological concerns aside, the responses we received were important to consider 
for those looking to create a disability-inclusive religion and faith. Many respondents came 
with complaints about the physical and theological barriers that prevented access to faith, 
religion, and spirituality. This limited their ability to contribute to dominant hermeneutic 
resources and reportedly increased experiences of testimonial injustice and levels of 
shame, guilt, and anxiety. Symbolic interactionism, which states that the meanings we 
hold are generated through our repeated interactions with both symbols and each other 
(Carter & Fuller, 2015), would posit that the theological approaches to disability play a 
role in the meanings ascribed to disabled people in religion and faith. This links the 
hermeneutic resource from which they are excluded to their personal source of meaning 
within disabled identity, allowing them to be used as mere objects of pity usable to 
increase the moral standings of able followers instead of allowing them to reap the 
benefits of social inclusion that come with participation in religion. 

In addition, System Justification Theory posits that regardless of the harm caused to 
individuals by dominant systems, there is a pressure to uphold oppressive systems and 
practices to maintain order (Jost & Toorn, 2012). In religion and faith, where disability is 
often viewed as a failure on the individual's part or as a test to be endured, disabled 
individuals may internalize these meanings. This could lead to reports of self-doubt, 
diminished confidence, and lower self-esteem. When negative beliefs remain 
unchallenged due to their theological dominance, discrimination may continue as a norm 
in religion and faith.  

As previous research predicts, the reported factor that allowed individuals to have 
positive experiences and relationships with God, faith, religion, and spirituality was the 
extent to which their own experiences were valued in the core hermeneutic resource, or 
theology, of their religion and faith. The disability theologies that Betcher (2007) and 
Wilder (2023) stated would be beneficial to disabled followers were highly prevalent in 
positive responses to our survey questions, such as the idea of God being disabled or 
disability being considered an alternative way of life rather than sin. When disabled people 
were physically included in services and practices, and the spaces and practices were 
made accessible, they were reportedly beneficial in the respondents’ relationship with 
religion, faith, and their disabled identity. Considering the negative impacts ostracization 
has on well-being (Wesselmann & Williams, 2017), it is fitting that disability-inclusive faith, 
religion, and theologies would reportedly have a beneficial impact on disabled 
respondents. Therefore, it is essential that faith communities be shaped by the voices, 
needs and values of disabled people to create safer and more supportive communities 
that are inclusive of everyone. 
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Limitations 

While this study makes valuable initial progress in understanding the complex 
intersection of disability and faith, it is not without its limitations. Participant recruitment 
may be subject to bias, given that the majority of participants were recruited from ex-
religious communities and support groups specifically oriented toward religious 
disengagement, trauma, and healing. As a result, the sample may lean toward more 
negative perceptions of religious and faith experiences, ultimately impacting participant 
responses. This study also relied on self-reported data collected through surveys, which 
can be subject to social desirability bias or recall bias. The nature of self-report bias may 
have also led participants to provide certain responses based on their perceived 
expectations of the study. Finally, there was limited diversity regarding religious affiliation 
and race, as the vast majority of participants identified with Christianity as their primary 
faith or as white. As such, the present study may not fully account for the lived 
experiences of all disabled people of faith, especially within less institutionalized religious 
practices such as Indigenous faiths. Future research should seek to address these 
limitations and use mixed methods approaches that combine qualitative and quantitative 
data for a more well-rounded understanding of the barriers that impact disabled 
individuals.  

 
Conclusion 

This study begins to address a significant gap in the existing research on the 
experiences of disabled individuals within faith-based spaces, an area that has been 
unexplored. Within faith and religion, disabled individuals face significant barriers that 
keep them from fully participating in and reaping the full rewards of these communities. 
These barriers come in two distinct forms: structural/physical barriers and 
theological/social barriers. Our findings suggest that these spaces often fail to be truly 
inclusive for disabled individuals, with physical inaccessibility and harmful theological 
frameworks contributing to stigmatization and harm. When these spaces are accessible 
and open-minded, they have the potential to offer positive experiences. This research 
highlights the importance of rethinking how faith-based spaces and narratives of disability 
are designed. Future research on this topic must continue to consider the lived 
experiences of disabled individuals.  
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