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Abstract: Prayer is a spiritual coping method that can be effective both in extraordinary, life-
threatening circumstances and in ordinary, stressful situations. To be beneficial, it requires a bond
with God or the divine based on trust and faith. The purpose of this study was to examine the medi-
ated moderation model in which spiritual experiences moderate the link between prayer and stress,
which in turn, is negatively related to the subjective well-being of Chilean students. The study’s
participants were 177 students from Chile. The following tools were used: Daily Spiritual Experi-
ences Scale, two measures regarding the quality of life and negative feelings from the World Health
Organization Quality of Life—BREF, one tool verifying stress from the National Health Interview
Survey and one-item scale in reference to frequency of praying. This study confirmed the mechanism
underpinning the relationship between prayer and subjective well-being, as well as the benefits of a
bond with God and the harmful role of stress in this relationship. When students more frequently felt
God’s love and direction, prayer was negatively related to stress, which in turn, negatively predicted
subjective well-being. For students with a poor bond with God and fewer spiritual experiences,
prayer was positively linked with stress. This study confirms the benefits of a close, trusting bond
with God or the divine and the detrimental effects of lacking a positive connection with God on
students’ stress when students used prayer as a coping method. The practical implications of this
study are also presented.
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1. Introduction

Prayer is a spiritual practice that can help individuals better cope with stress (Parga-
ment 1997). It happens not only in difficult life circumstances that threaten one’s health
and life, as with cancer patients (Roh et al. 2018) and people with post-traumatic stress dis-
order (Exline et al. 2005; Tait et al. 2016), but also in non-clinical populations who confront
stressful situations daily. For example, in a sample of undergraduate pharmacy students
at the University of Khartoum, prayer was the most frequent strategy used to cope with
academic stress (84.4%; Yousif et al. 2022).

Recent research has indicated that prayer related to health concerns is becoming more
popular (Wachholtz and Sambamoorthi 2011). This was especially noticeable during the
COVID-19 pandemic. According to a study by Boguszewski et al. (2020), during the
COVID-19 pandemic, 21.3% of Poles researched declared that they had spent more time
praying and engaging in other religious practices than previously.

Studies have shown that prayer is an effective strategy for coping with stress (Ai
et al. 2005, 2008; Ferguson et al. 2010; Knabb and Vazquez 2018) and is a factor related to
positive outcomes (Büssing et al. 2016; Chirico et al. 2020; Monroe and Jankowski 2016;
Kraus et al. 2015; Lazar 2015; Paine and Sandage 2015; Tait et al. 2016; Wnuk 2021a, 2021b).
For example, among Catholic teachers, two 30-min training sessions of prayer-reflection
per week over 2 months led to decreased emotional exhaustion and depersonalization and
improved job satisfaction (Chirico et al. 2020). Similarly, a randomized controlled trial of
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a two-week internet-based contemplative prayer program for Christians was shown to
effectively reduce stress (Knabb and Vazquez 2018). Additionally, among Roman Catholic
pastoral workers, private prayer was negatively correlated with anxiety, depression, and
perceived stress and positively related to life satisfaction (Büssing et al. 2016).

Based on a review of research and previous conceptions, Breslin and Lewis (2008)
have presented mechanisms underlying the link between prayer and health and well-being
related to the placebo effect, engaging in health-related behaviors, diverting attention from
health problems, and intervention by God or the divine.

For the spiritual mechanism underpinning the link between prayer and well-being to
be effective, it requires effective communication and collaboration with God or the divine
(Ferguson et al. 2010) that provides a sense of security, is based on trust, and represents a
close bond with both God (Ai et al. 2005; You and Yoo 2016; Monroe and Jankowski 2016;
Paine and Sandage 2015; Wnuk 2021a) and faith (Lazar 2015; Wnuk 2021b). According to
research results without these requirements, prayer is not related to mental health and well-
being. For example, in a sample from the US, prayer did not correlate with life satisfaction,
optimism, and self-esteem. Conversely, the relationship between prayer and psychological
well-being was moderated by attachment to God. Prayer was related to improvements in
psychological well-being in a group of securely attached participants but not those who
were insecurely attached to God (Bradshaw and Kent 2018). In Pössel et al. (2014)’s study
the association of prayer frequency with depression was fully mediated by the trust-based
beliefs about prayer (Pössel et al. 2014).

A person’s bond with God and the divine can moderate the link between prayer and
positive outcomes. In a sample of female students from Poland, prayer was positively
related to life satisfaction only in a group of participants with average and above-average
positive religious coping (Wnuk 2021a). Among 206 graduate students from a Protestant-
affiliated university in the United States, petitionary prayer involved hope’s interaction with
spiritual instability: There was a weak negative correlation between spiritual instability and
hope when the outcome of petitionary prayer was better than average compared to groups
with average and above-average spiritual stability. The strongest negative correlation
between hope and spiritual instability was noticed in students who prayed less than
average (Paine and Sandage 2015). In a sample of Korean adults, the moderating role of
spiritual support in the relationship between receptive prayer and subjective well-being
was confirmed. Religious support strengthened the positive link between receptive prayer
and subjective well-being among those who experienced moderate and high levels of
spiritual support (You and Yoo 2016). Similar findings were noted for Polish students, as
prayer predicted hope and meaning in life but only in individuals with the strongest faith.
For participants with average and below-average levels of faith, prayer was unrelated to
hope and meaning in life (Wnuk 2021b).

Bonding with God and believing in His support can affect how prayer as a coping
method can predict levels of stress. For example, Roman Catholics who practiced a form
of Christian meditation called centering prayer in ten weekly 2-h group sessions and
individual practice twice per day increased their collaborative relationships with God
and decreased stress (Ferguson et al. 2010). Furthermore, in Monroe and Jankowski’s
longitudinal study (2016), increased perceived closeness with God (the Holy Spirit) as a
result of receptive prayer intervention predicted lower distress post-test.

Based on the above, it was hypothesized that a connection with God or the divine
(Underwood and Teresi 2002) would moderate the link between prayer and stress (Hy-
pothesis 1). It was grounded in the transactional theory of stress (Lazarus and Folkman
1984, 1987) and prayer as a way of effectively dealing with stress but only in cases of
effective communication with God or the divine; expectation of support from God; relief;
and because of that perception, the stressor as a challenge not as a loss or threat (Lazarus
and Folkman 1984).

Recent studies have confirmed that, among students, stress is a negative antecedent
of mental health and well-being (Denovan and Macaskill 2017; Felt et al. 2021; Lopes
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and Nihei 2021; Schiffrin and Nelson 2010; Tran et al. 2022). For instance, in a sample of
Brazilian undergraduate students, stress was negatively related to psychological well-being
indicators such as environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relationships with
others, and self-acceptance (Lopes and Nihei 2021). Moreover, in a study by Barbayannis
et al. (2022), regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, and year of study, students who reported
higher academic stress levels experienced diminished mental well-being. Similarly, in
longitudinal research involving UK undergraduate students, stress positively predicted
a negative effect (Denovan and Macaskill 2017). According to these results, a negative
relationship between stress and subjective well-being is expected (Hypothesis 2).

Based on the above considerations, the presence of moderated mediation is anticipated.
This means that prayer’s effect on a student’s connection with God or the divine should
explain that student’s level of stress, which in turn, should be negatively related to their sub-
jective well-being (Hypothesis 3). A connection with God or the divine was measured using
daily spiritual experiences, which refer to ordinary spiritual movements and sensations
(Underwood 2011). The Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (DSES) was designed to verify
religiosity and spirituality as overlapping phenomena regarding spiritual experiences in
connection with God, the divine, the holy, and transcendence. The scale also encompassed
constructs such as awe, gratitude, mercy, a sense of connection with the transcendent, and
compassionate love. Thus, this measure could also be used by nontheistic-inclined indi-
viduals (Underwood 2011), such as Chilean students who declared atheistic and agnostic
approaches to religion but used prayer as a coping method, especially during spiritual
struggles, which are not only experienced by religious people (Sedlar et al. 2018).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The study sample encompassed university students from Chile. Questionnaires writ-
ten in Spanish were distributed after classes and, upon completion, were collected by
an overseas student with Polish grant funding. The participants were informed about
anonymous participation in the study and their ability to resign at any time. A total of
180 questionnaires were distributed among the students; two students did not consent to
participate in the research, and one student did not completely fill in the questionnaire;
therefore, 177 students continued with the study. All remaining students graduated from
secondary school and used the Spanish language. Men comprised 62% of participants and
women comprised 38% of participants. The mean age of the students was 21.35 years. Of
the participants, 55.37% identified as Roman Catholic, 10.96% identified as Evangelical,
8.3% identified as Seventh-day Adventists, 2.2% identified as Jehovah’s witnesses, 1.1%
identified as Mormons, and 0.6% belonged to tribal religions. Atheists comprised 6.7%,
agnostics comprised 7.57%, and non-affiliated individuals comprised 7.2%.

Power analysis was conducted to verify the adequacy sample size. For power equal to
0.95, medium size effect (f2 = 0.15), and the alpha = 0.05 the sample size result was 74. That
meant that the research sample of 177 individuals is large enough.

Harman’s single-factor test was used to verify common method bias, confirming that
the data does not bear a common method bias. One factor solution explained 34.13%
variance, and it was less than an acceptable threshold, which is more than 40% (Podsakoff
et al. 2003).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Daily Spiritual Experiences Scale (DSES)

The DSES has good psychometric properties and measures a person’s relationship
with God and the sacred. Depending on the population, the scale’s reliability ranges from
α = 0.86 to 0.95 (Underwood 2011). The Spanish language version of this tool was used
(Mayoral et al. 2013). Participants responded to 16 questions using a six-point scale ranging
from 1 (never or almost never) to 6 (many times daily). The shorter six-item version of
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this measure was used, which possessed good psychometric properties (Wnuk 2022). The
example item for the DSES is: “I feel deep inner peace or harmony”.

2.2.2. Prayer

On the frequency of prayer scale, students reported how often they prayed, with
responses including never, sometimes, once monthly, once weekly, and every day.

2.2.3. Stress

Stress was assessed using a measure used in the National Health Interview Survey
(2018). This tool consisted of six items regarding feelings being emotional manifestations of
stress, such as hopelessness and irritation. One of the question was “During the past 30
days, how often did you feel restless or fidgety? Respondents answered on a 5-point scale
(never, rarely, usually, often, and always).

2.2.4. Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being was measured using two indicators from The World Health
Organization Quality of Life (WHOQOL)-BREF (World Health Organization 2004) such as
quality of life and negative feelings. In reference to their quality of life, respondents were
asked to assess their lives by choosing from five possibilities: very poor, poor, neither poor
nor good, good, and very good responding to the question “How would you rate your
quality of life”?. Concerning negative feelings, participants responded about feeling or
experiencing certain things in the last four weeks through the one question “How often do
you have negative feelings such as blue mood, despair, anxiety, depression”?

2.3. Theoretical Model and Statistical Analyses

The conceptual model of the research is shown in Figure 1. This study tested the
effect of prayer and connection with God, the divine, or divine transcendence on students’
stress and subjective well-being. A student’s relationship with God or the divine was
examined via their spiritual experiences. The effect of prayer and connection with God on
stress was expected to be similar to the effect of this relationship on subjective well-being
through stress.

Subjective well-being was examined following Diener’s (1984) conception of it as a
latent variable containing two indicators—cognitive evaluation of life measured by quality
of life and affectivity through negative feelings. In contrast to Diener’s methodology,
subjective well-being through positive affectivity was not considered.

Statistical analyses were carried out using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26.0. Path
analysis, as part of structural equation modeling, was conducted in AMOS. The following
fit model indices were used: comparative fit index, Tucker–Lewis index, goodness-of-fit
index, root mean square error of approximation, and standard root mean square residuals.
Because of the small sample size, bootstrapping was applied using 5000 resamples within
a 90% bias-corrected confidence interval. The test statistic differs significantly from zero
when the interval does not include 0 (Hayes 2018). To reduce potential multicollinearity
problems, the variance inflation factor was used (O’Brien 2007).
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Figure 1. Research model with path analysis results. Note. The standardized regression coefficients
are presented. * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001. (Source: the Author).

3. Results

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptives statistics in a sample of Chilean students (n = 177).

Prayer Spiritual
Experiences Stress Quality of Life Negative Feelings

Mean 2.83 18.14 13.92 3.75 2.53

SD 1.47 6.77 7.4 0.7 0.87

Minimum 1 6 6 2 1

Maximum 5 35 74 5 5

Reliability - 0.90 0.97 - -

Variance inflation factor values indicated the lack of a multicollinearity problem
(O’Brien 2007). Table 2 presents the correlation coefficients between research variables.

Prayer was not statistically significantly correlated with subjective well-being, negative
emotions, and stress; it was significant and moderately positively related to spiritual
experiences. Spiritual experiences were weakly positively correlated with subjective well-
being but not with stress and negative emotions. Stress was weakly negatively related
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to subjective well-being and moderately positively correlated with negative emotions. A
statistically significant relationship between subjective well-being and stress was negative
and moderate.

Table 2. Pearson’s correlation coefficients in a sample of Chilean students (n = 177).

1 2 3 4

1. Prayer

2. Spiritual experiences 0.61 **

3. Stress 0.05 0.08

4. Quality of life 0.08 0.19 ** −0.25 **

5. Negative feelings 0.04 −0.05 0.36 ** −0.34 **
** p < 0.01. (Source: the Author).

The research model with path analysis results is shown in Figure 1.
The model fit criteria values indicated that the model was well-fitted to the data:

χ2(6) = 12.12; p = 0.06; and CMIN/df = 2.02. The comparative fit index was 0.95; the
goodness-of-fit index was 0.98; the Tucker–Lewis index was 0.96; the NFI was 0.92; the root
mean square error of approximation was 0.077 (90% CI [0.000, 0.014]); and the standard
root mean square residual was 0.056.

There was a statistically significant direct interactive effect of prayer and spiritual
experiences on stress (90% CI [−0.272, −0.021], p = 0.05, β = −0.15), along with an irrelevant
direct effect of prayer on stress (90% CI [−0.101, 0.182], p = 0.780, β = 0.03) and an irrelevant
direct effect of spiritual experiences on stress (90% CI [−0.105, 0.217], p = 0.567, β = 0.05).
The direct effects of stress on subjective well-being were significant (90% CI [0.352, 0.683],
p < 0.000, β = 0.52), which was also true for the indirect, interactive effect of prayer and
spiritual experiences on subjective well-being (90% CI [0.158, 0.013], p = 0.049, β = −0.08).
The moderating effect of spiritual experiences in the relationship between prayer and stress
is presented in Figure 2.
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4. Discussion

The purpose of the study was to explore and explain the mechanism underpinning the
link between prayer and the subjective well-being of Chilean students. It was hypothesized
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that prayer as part of a student’s relationship with God or the divine explains that student’s
level of stress, which in turn, negatively predicts their subjective well-being. According to
Hypothesis 1, the role of a positive relationship with God or the divine as moderator of
the association between prayer and stress was confirmed. Consistent with expectations,
the positive link between prayer and subjective well-being was strengthened by a closer
relationship with God or the divine manifested through more frequent experiences of
God’s presence and feeling His love and direction. This corresponds with recent research
emphasizing the conditional relationship between prayer and both positive and negative
outcomes, which depends on a positive or negative connection with God or the divine
(Ai et al. 2005; Ferguson et al. 2010; Monroe and Jankowski 2016; Paine and Sandage 2015;
Wnuk 2021a, 2021b; You and Yoo 2016).

It was indicated that without spiritual growth, which results from developing a bond
with God and the divine, prayer was a critical but insufficient factor for successfully coping
with stress. Only students with a close relationship with God or the divine benefitted from
praying when dealing with daily stress; students with weaker relationships with God expe-
rienced detrimental effects of prayer. In this group, prayer was positively related to stress.
These findings are consistent with results from another recent study of students (Wnuk
2021a). Wnuk found that Polish students who reported trusting and faithful references to
God and positive expectations of Him were connected with beneficial outcomes, as mea-
sured by life satisfaction but not by levels of stress. The present study differs from Wnuk’s
(2021a) because this study assumes that the relationship between prayer and subjective
well-being is more complex and requires not only a secure and trusting bond with God
or the divine but also a lower level of stress as a consequence of that. Although the cited
study did not use stress as a research variable, it confirmed that spiritual coping through
collaborating with God during difficult times is an effective method of struggling with
stress, which in turn, is positively tied with greater life satisfaction.

In this study, the negative link between stress and subjective well-being was examined
within the second hypothesis. In line with expectations among Chilean students, stress was
negatively correlated with subjective well-being. This corresponds with recent research
outcomes related to students (Barbayannis et al. 2022; Lopes and Nihei 2021) and other
samples (Denovan and Macaskill 2017; Felt et al. 2021; Schiffrin and Nelson 2010; Tran
et al. 2022), indicating the negative link between these two constructs; this link likely
exists regardless of the operationalization of these constructs, indicators, gender, education,
religious affiliation, and cultural context. In light of these results, the third hypothesis,
which connected the first and second hypotheses, was confirmed. This study found
evidence of a relationship between prayer and subjective well-being and identified a
relationship between stress and a person’s relationship with God or the divine. It was
shown that depending on a person’s relationship with God and the divine, prayer can be
positively or negatively indirectly related to subjective well-being, and stress mediates this
link. This means that a secure, trusting, and faithful relationship with God or the divine
via prayer protects Chilean students from stress, which in turn, is positively correlated
with their subjective well-being. Conversely, lacking feelings of God’s presence, support,
and direction when praying predicted higher levels of stress as a negative antecedent of
subjective well-being.

These results can be interpreted within a transactional theory of stress and coping that
considers coping a dynamic process between a stressor and person that involves perceiving
and interpreting the source of stress (Lazarus and Folkman 1984, 1987). Prayer is one way
of dealing with stress and can be employed in stressful situations. Regardless of the form
of prayer during a stressful event, through prayer, individuals communicate with God or
the divine, expecting support, relief, and positive outcomes. A close bond with God or the
divine, where a person feels loved by God and expects His cooperation when dealing with
stressors, can lead a person to perceive a stressful situation as a challenge rather than as a
threat or loss; believing in positive solutions and activating coping resources can reduce
stress (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). Conversely, feeling the lack of God’s presence, feeling
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judged by God, and feeling abandoned by Him during prayer can cause a stressful event to
be perceived as something threatening that cannot be positively resolved, which generates
more stress. In difficult times, a bond with God can be a source of stability, predictability,
and integrity that serves as a cognitive-emotional schema to interpret reality and life events
as coherent and meaningful (McIntosh 1995).

In addition to confirming the psycho-spiritual mechanism underpinning the link
between prayer and subjective well-being, some practical implications of the results of this
study should be mentioned. Furthermore, the beneficial role of praying was observed in
students with more frequent spiritual experiences, not only those who were religiously
affiliated. Chilean students could be encouraged to use spiritual practices such as prayer
and meditation to develop their spiritual spheres of life, through a bond with God in the
case of believers and a relationship with the divine, other higher power, or transcendent
reality for non-believers. This spirituality could offer support when confronting daily stress
in a way that is indirectly related to life satisfaction. Some studies have already confirmed
the beneficial influence of prayer on shaping a collaborative connection with God and
reducing stress, among other positive outcomes (Büssing et al. 2016; Chirico et al. 2020;
Ferguson et al. 2010; Knabb and Vazquez 2018).

5. Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations of this study should be emphasized. These results are limited to
Chilean students; some declared religious denominations while others declared no religious
affiliations. It was not a homogeneous group regarding religious affiliation consisting of
representatives of different denominations such as Roman Catholics, Evangelicals, Seventh-
day Adventists, Jehovah’s, etc.

The role of prayer and a bond with God or the divine in relation to well-being should
be verified among other populations such as clinical patients and representatives of other
cultural backgrounds with a wider range of ages. Since prayer is not only a spiritual
practice but also a religious practice, it could be interesting to examine whether prayer
in less religious nations could lead to positive outcomes and if a faithful and trusting
connection with God or the divine, aside from prayer, is enough to achieve positive
outcomes. Recent research has indicated a positive relationship between religiosity and
well-being in religious nations and found a lack of religiosity plus negative well-being in
secular countries (Diener et al. 2011; Stavrova et al. 2013).

It is possible that a country’s level of religiosity moderates the relationship between
prayer and well-being. A comparative study of very religious nations and strongly secular
countries that apply secular spiritual practices such as meditation could verify this assump-
tion and yield interesting results. Furthermore, other variables such as personality traits,
religious orientation, religious coping, attachment to God, age, gender, financial status, or
alcohol consumption can influence the relationship between prayer and well-being (Wnuk
2021b; Wnuk et al. 2022). For example, in a study of Polish female students representing the
Roman Catholic affiliation, prayer positively correlated with life satisfaction only among
students with average and above-average positive religious coping (Wnuk 2021a). Ad-
ditionally, Wnuk (2021b) has found that in a group of Polish students with the strongest
religious faith, prayer is positively connected with meaning in life and negatively with
the tendency to revenge, but these relationships among students with average and less
than average frequency of prayer were insignificant. Due to students as a research sample
characterized by similar age, this variable was controlled in this study. Gender was not a
controlled variable in this research.

Another limitation of this study is its cross-sectional design. This study also uses a
methodology that does not indicate the direction between research variables, so the results
cannot be interpreted from a cause-and-effect perspective.

Funding: This study was funded by author sources.
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