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Abstract
Feelings of distress over the unknowns of the future refers to an intolerance of uncertainty (IU).
IU is significantly linked to internalizing disorders like anxiety. College students are in a unique
position of uncertainty and anxiety as they emerge into adulthood. Additionally, external sources
of uncertainty, like the economy, may contribute to feelings of anxiety over the future due to
negative perceptions of its stability and certainty. Coping skills, like spirituality, may lessen the
feelings of IU and anxiety that college students experience. Past research has explored the
relationship between IU and spirituality and IU and anxiety, yet there exists a gap in the literature
examining all three factors, especially with college students. Thus, the current study aimed to
explore the relationship between anxiety, IU, and spirituality in undergraduate college students.
Specifically, the study explored the moderating effects of spirituality between IU and anxiety.
Results found significant positive correlations between the three variables. However, spirituality
was not found to be a significant moderator between IU and anxiety. These results are discussed

with implications for counselors and counselor educators.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Much of life is unknown and unpredictable (del Valle et al., 2022). Even in situations
when there is a degree of predictability (i.e., severe weather), several elements will remain
uncertain. For instance, meteorological technology can accurately predict the onset of a major
storm, but it might not fully predict all details of the phenomenon or the severity of the storm and
its resulting damage. The degree of unknown during times of disasters may lead to feelings of
uncertainty (Goldmann & Galea, 2014). The inability to fully predict the future may cause
individuals distress (Carleton, 2016). Those who experience such stress over the unpredictable
may engage in different coping skills to lessen such feelings. This distress surrounding the
ambiguity and unpredictability of the future refers to an intolerance of uncertainty (IU) (Bauer et
al., 2019; Shapiro et al., 2020).

As a result of IU, individuals may experience a variety of reactions, including worry,
anger, panic, and helplessness (Freeston et al., 2020; Shapiro et al., 2020). These reactions to [U
have been found in non-clinical populations and may further contribute to the corresponding
psychopathological concern. IU is considered a transdiagnostic trait that contributes to the
development and maintenance of various internalizing disorders, like Panic Disorder (PD),
Major Depressive Disorder (MDD), Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Social Anxiety
Disorder (SAD), Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), and Generalized Anxiety Disorder
(GAD) (McEvoy & Mahoney, 2012; Shihata et al., 2017). Rumination, for instance, is one
possible reaction to IU (Satici et al., 2020). One may ruminate on an upcoming event and
thoughts of concern over such that may increase feelings of worry and fear. Thus, the reaction to

IU could lead to a continuation in the symptoms of these disorders.



One group that uniquely experiences uncertainty within the context of their stage of life
and development are undergraduate college students. Where various individuals experience
moments of distress and uncertainty, undergraduate college students have specific sources of
distress that may increase IU (Reis et al., 2021). These sources primarily consist of the academic
requirements of completing a collegiate degree and maintaining a higher-grade point average
(GPA) in the process of passing courses. Additionally, some college students may be in financial
situations that require them to work either part- or full-time jobs while balancing the demands of
their classes and other extracurricular involvements. Further, most undergraduate college
students are between the ages of 18-22, which consists of the stage of emerging adulthood, in
which young adults gain the most independence they have had in their lives (Arnett, 2000;
Dattilo et al., 2022). Though this comes with freedoms, it also may increase feelings of stress and
uncertainty as more financial responsibility is now placed upon them. Lastly, college is the first
step towards the beginning of the student’s entire adulthood future, including their professional
identity. Political and economic circumstances, such as political divide, inflation, unemployment
rates, and job availability, may contribute to more distress within the student and uncertainty
over the future. Feelings of distress over the uncertainty of various facets of present-day life may
increase symptoms and feelings of anxiety in college students.

Anxiety, or the concern over future threat, is one possible reaction that individuals may
have to IU (Majali, 2020; McEvoy & Mahoney, 2012). Some degree of anxiety is considered
protective, as it causes a person to be apprehensive of potential sources of danger (Majali, 2020).
However, anxiety may become a hinderance when the amount of anxiety is disproportionate to
the possible threat posed by an event. In those circumstances, pathological degrees of anxiety,

known as anxiety disorders, may develop (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022).



These disorders, including PD, GAD, and SAD, are also the most common mental illness
experienced by adults in the US (Anxiety and Depression Association of America [ADAA],
n.d.).

Coping strategies may be used to reduce feelings of anxiety. Coping pertains to an
individual’s attempts to work within a system that has limited resources to meet one’s needs
(Guo & Shen, 2021). Coping can be problem-focused which aims to solve the current problem,
emotion-focused with the aim to decreased negative emotions, or dysfunctional, which is
maladaptive (Garcia et al., 2018). Having better coping or more adaptive coping abilities may
moderate feelings of IU and anxiety (AlHardi, 2021). Religious coping (i.e., prayer) is an
example of adaptive coping that also effectively reduces anxiety and IU (Howell et al., 2019;
Achour et al., 2021).

Religiosity generally pertains to the beliefs and practices connected to a more organized
religion (Burney et al., 2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). Within such, one may hold various
degrees of spiritual beliefs or spirituality. Spirituality typically refers to one’s individualized
understanding of purpose and meaning in life that may or may not be connected to an organized
system of religion (Burney et al., 2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). Further, spirituality is an
example of a possible adaptive coping mechanism that individuals may engage in to lessen
feelings of anxiety and IU (Rosmarin et al., 2011; Ramos et al., 2014). When individuals utilize
their spiritual or religious beliefs and practices to cope with uncertainty, they aim to regain a
sense of control by placing that uncertainty within the power of a higher being (Howell et al.,
2019). It is seen as a protective factor and adaptive coping mechanism during times of distress.

Past research has explored the relationship between IU and spirituality, and IU and

anxiety (Ramos et al., 2014; Howell et al., 2019). However, past research has not explored the



relationship between all three factors. Therefore, it was the aim of this study to further explore
the relationship between IU, spirituality, and anxiety within the undergraduate college student
population. Specifically, the current study posits that spirituality will moderate the relationship
between U and anxiety, in which spirituality decreases IU and anxiety in those with greater
levels of spirituality.
Literature Review

College Students
Developmental Concerns: Emerging Adulthood

Utilizing theoretical, sociocultural, and subjective evidence, Arnett (2000) argued for a
new stage of development between adolescence and young adulthood that was characteristically
distinct from other phases of development. At the time his work was published, Arnett (2000)
noticed that various young adult milestones, like marriage and parenthood, had shifted in the
population from occurring in one’s early twenties to their mid- or late-twenties. Additionally,
significantly more individuals were pursuing higher education than had previously. As such,
Arnett (2000) observed it to be a period of uncertainty over the future as integral decisions
regarding romantic relationships, vocational pursuits, and perceptions of the world were yet to be
made, allowing one the flexibility to explore multiple facets of their identity. Thus, Arnett (2000)
developed a phase of development that reflected these sociocultural shifts while also enhancing
present theoretical understandings of development. He referred to this period as ‘emerging
adulthood’.

Emerging adulthood, the critical stage of development during the ages of 18 to 25, is
characterized by a continuation of the identity exploration that began in adolescence, though now

with an increased level of independence (Arnett, 2000). Specifically, Arnett (2015) distinguishes
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emerging adulthood from adolescence based on five factors: identity exploration, instability,
self-focus, feeling in-between, and possibilities/optimism. It is a time when one starts to make
decisions that will build the foundation of their future identity as an adult with the goal of
enhancing one’s ability to be more self-sufficient, as is typically characteristic of adulthood.
Such decisions may include forming more committed romantic relationships, pursuing
experiences that promote vocational goals, and beginning to learn how to manage the
responsibilities of life while also enjoying newly found freedoms and autonomy. It is a period of
personal growth and change where one begins to experience what it means to be a culturally
defined ‘adult’ in society while still having guidance and protection from those with more
knowledge, wisdom, and experience (Arnett, 2000).

As an emerging adult, one starts to have some, but not all of the responsibilities affiliated
with adulthood (Arnett, 2000). An emerging adult may choose to continue living with their
parents while also joining the workforce or may decide to live alone while continuing to receive
parental financial assistance. An emerging adult with greater access to resources is afforded the
ability to engage in greater self-exploration, focus strictly on self-driven pursuits, and worry less
about other burdens associated with adulthood (Arnett, 2015). For instance, college students,
traditionally being of the ages encompassed in emerging adulthood, with parental financial
support have more time to focus on academics and extracurricular collegiate activities than their
counterparts without such who have to fill part of their time with work (Perna et al., 2007;
Arnett, 2015). Therefore, a college student free from the restrictions of employment has more
time for selfish pursuits, where the term ‘selfish’ refers to considerations for personal desires,
rather than a negative character trait.

Emerging Adulthood: Considerations for College Students

11



For college students, the exploration of self that is characteristic of emerging adulthood
includes meeting new people, learning new academic subjects, and partaking in new activities
within the safety of the policies and confines of a college campus. In alignment with the
characteristics of emerging adulthood, college attendance provides a unique setting for identity
development within the areas of romance, vocation, and worldview (Arnett, 2000). It is a
transitionary period where a young person begins to experience life outside of the environment
built around the rules of their parents. They have acquired the ability to set their own rules while
also adhering to those of their institution. However, with more autonomy comes more
responsibility.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2022), approximately 15.4
million undergraduate students were enrolled in a degree-granting postsecondary institution in
the US during the fall of 2021, which is about a three percent decrease in enrollment, attributed
to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Attending college provides the opportunity for one to
meet peers from more diverse backgrounds, as primary and secondary education is more
restricted to unique systemic influences bound within the set parameters of a community that one
finds themselves in during these earlier formative years (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These further
aid in the formation of a personal worldview, a component of one’s identity development within
emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000).

Learning about the ways of others allows one to better explore and understand
themselves within their own culture and their broader world community. Students become
exposed to new topics and are provided the space to learn and apply new scholarly material,
enhancing one’s understanding of the theoretical world and possibly influencing vocational

decisions (Arnett, 2015). However, the learning of new topics is not limited to the required
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courses of a major or career path and provides a space for learning that is purely for the sake of
learning. Further, college campuses offer a plethora of extracurricular activities connected to
academics, social pursuits, or recreational activities that students can become involved with.
They provide the chance for one to become more connected to their college campus and
community, increasing a sense of belonging and purpose, while also developing new skills and
meeting new people.

College students are not completely on their own in this phase of life and have access to
resources offered by their institution that can offer them guidance. They can begin to learn work-
life balance within the context of newly acquired freedoms, including being able to legally
purchase substances such as alcohol, marijuana, and nicotine. However, the age and legality of
being able to purchase such is dictated by the state. Additionally, this explorative period occurs
outside of the rules previously enforced by their parents and society, and can now be selt-
determined (Arnett, 2015). However, despite some degree of protection from some of the
consequences of adulthood, uncertainty remains as the daunting idea of one’s future looms
greatly within the area of the unknown.

To begin and to later graduate from a university are sources of major change within an
individual’s life. With change comes uncertainty concerning the outcome of such a decision. For
college students, these areas of change and uncertainty include moving away from home for
possibly the first time in their lives, living in an unfamiliar community with strangers, learning
how to manage time, work, and social life, and continue to cope with any other sources of
distress that may arise (Arnett, 2015). Similar changes occur after graduation when one may

experience uncertainty over employment security or navigating a new program within higher
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education. Such uncertainties may further contribute to the stress generally experienced by
college students.
Uncertainty

College students regularly experience various sources of stress that may be classified as
personal (i.e., relationships, or social life), academic (i.e., exams/assignments), or financial (i.e.,
finances, employment) (Reis et al., 2021). Personal and academic sources of stress include
stressors related to their classes, extracurricular activities, relationships with family and friends,
including developing new connections, and their living environment, such as having to share a
space with new and unfamiliar people. Completing a college degree entails successfully passing
courses, and often includes pressure to maintain a relatively high grade-point average (GPA) to
make students more competitive in the job market or as applicants to higher education programs.
In addition to coursework, college students are typically involved in campus organizations,
which includes specific demands. For instance, involvement in a sorority or fraternity may
include attending mandatory weekly meetings or being present at philanthropic events. A young
college student must learn how to balance the demands of a higher education with the obligations
of extracurricular involvement while also coping with the uncertainty of their future.

Many changes come with a collegiate career. One of the more significant ones is that of
moving away from home and into a new, unknown environment. This change is also symbolic of
one’s transition from childhood to adulthood, with a symbolic distance being placed between
them and their parents. Students must now learn to navigate their college community and
campus, learning the streets, buildings, and businesses surrounding them. They may have to
move into a dorm, which would involve sharing a space with either one or multiple strangers,

including that of a bathroom. The size of their living space in a dorm room may be drastically
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different from what they had previously resided in. Additionally, the workload, rigorous
schedule, and more intense academic demands of higher education differ from what was
previously experienced in high school. Students may struggle to adjust to such and need to learn
new time management skills, academic strategies and abilities, and greater self-efficacy overall.
For first generation college students, less may be known about the expectations of college, as
they lack access to the wisdom and advice of a parent who already navigated such in the past.
Thus, they may be failing to utilize helpful resources typically offered to currently enrolled
students without knowledge of the existence of such.

Academic tracks are heavily influenced by the decision to pursue a specific major, which
is ascribed a coursework sequence to be completed to earn a degree in that area. Academic
performance and general career interests are some of the factors that contribute to major
switching (Denice, 2021). Choosing a major can be a stressful decision for students, who may
feel the weight of such within the context of their future careers, which is one of the
developmental areas of exploration for emerging adults (Arnett, 2000; Denice, 2021). It is typical
for college students to change their majors often, with research showing that almost thirty-three
of students change their major once and about twelve percent change their major twice or thrice;
of the twelve percent, about eighty-three percent change their major twice (Denice, 2021).
Characteristics of students who are more likely to change their major include being a woman,
first-generation college student, having a decreased sense of belonging in college and major area,
poor college preparation, and poor pre- and peri-college academic performance (measured by
ACT/SAT score and GPA). Thus, the decision to change one’s major can be a difficult one,

requiring guidance and support.
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As one continues to understand who they are and begin to define their identity as a more
senior member of society, placed with increased responsibilities, autonomy, and exploration over
the possibilities of the future (Arnett, 2000), they also begin to have a new perspective on the
happenings in their surroundings that may be combined with worries associated with adulthood.
In other words, students no longer have the luxury of obliviousness ascribed to childhood and
adolescence as they find themselves observing the world through a lens that highlights the
personal impacts of such matters. Many matters of self are connected to the events that occur on
all ecological levels, and further contribute to identity development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Events that occur on a more social, political, or global level begin to take on a new meaning as
one may view such within a more personal context, considering how it affects themselves and
their futures, than previously as high school students. Feelings of uncertainty may arise as these
events take on new and more deeply personal meaning. Therefore, it is important to consider the
role that various sources of change (personal, political, and social) may have on the uncertainty
experienced by college students in conjunction with the developmental concerns of emerging
adulthood to better foster a more supportive environment.

Change and Uncertainty

Uncertainty of the future includes concern over the changes that may occur, those that
may be predicted, such as changes with age, and those that could never be known, like an
unprecedented global pandemic (AlHadi et al., 2021). Change can be uncomfortable and difficult
to adapt to, potentially leading to clinical levels of difficulties in adjusting to such. For example,
the DSM-5-TR (APA, 2022) includes Adjustment Disorder as a diagnosis referring to the
emotional struggles (anxiety and depression) that one may experience in adjusting to changes in

life. The impact of change can further increase feelings of uncertainty as one struggles to
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navigate the unpredictability of the outcomes of a change (Arbona et al., 2021). Change can
come in many forms, ranging from small personal life changes to major social and political
changes. The following discussion highlights a few of the changes and associated uncertainties
that emerging adults, particularly college students, may experience.
Personal Change

Living Situation and Uncertainty. Personal change as a college student may include
moving to a new location without one’s parents and adjusting to a completely unknown
environment. Arnett (2000) highlights residential change as being a defining feature of emerging
adulthood. For many emerging adults, this stage of life may involve more residential change than
was previously experienced. This is an individualized matter, as people may move a lot as
children, but this is most likely the first time someone has left their home and lived semi-
autonomously without adult supervision. For college students, these residential changes may
involve initially living in a shared dorm space with strangers, living intimately and learning to
cohabitate with people who are not family. From dormitory life, students move into other
possible living situations, like a house, apartment, or sorority or fraternity. Where dorm living
university-determined has rules and restrictions determined, off-campus housing is determined
by lease agreements with no supervision. College students, therefore, must now learn how to
care for a living space, communicate with landlords concerning any needed fixes to the property,
and share more than just a bedroom with others.

Belonging and Uncertainty. When an individual first becomes a part of a new
organization, they often do not know many of the people within such and must engage in social
interactions to meet others. This is seen in college freshmen who come to universities as new

members of the institution, unfamiliar with most of the student body and uncertain about what
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their future will entail at this new place. As humans, we have a need to belong, including
belonging to a new environment, such as a college or university (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A
modern, common way that individuals connect with others is with social networking sites, like
Snapchat, Instagram, and Facebook. As of 2021, individuals ages 18-29 consisted of 65% of
Snapchat users, 71% of Instagram users, and 70% of Facebook users (Auxier & Anderson,
2021). Participation on social media and social networking sites can negatively impact feelings
of belongingness within college students as they continuously are exposed to content, including
that of the lives of their peers and celebrities, and compare one’s own life to that of another
(Spitzer et al., 2022). As students see others on social media appearing to be social and having
fun, they may negatively compare themselves to others, feel disconnected, and may have a fear
of missing out (FoOMO) on that which is perceived as normal for their cohort (Roberts & David,
2020).

Additionally, the media may serve as a source of stress for college students (First et al.,
2021). Mass and social media help spread information about the current state of matters in the
world in a fast and efficient way, which includes news that is daunting and stress-inducing.
Media exposure to stories reporting on disasters and traumatic events may negatively impact
mental health by increasing feelings of stress and depression (Holman et al., 2014; First et al.,
2021). Moreover, the constant availability of information circulated on social media, both
positive or negative, about current events can increase feelings of fear, anxiety, and uncertainty
(Baerg & Bruchmann, 2022). This was recently studied within the context of the COVID-19
pandemic where individuals with more IU who consumed more information about the pandemic
had an increase in health anxiety, fear of COVID-19, and more social distancing behaviors

(Baerg & Bruchmann, 2022). Information about current events can be easily created and spread

18



through mass and social media channels. Feelings of uncertainty may also arise around the
validity of the information being spread, especially that which pertains to the political leaders
providing the information (Bertuccio & Runion, 2020; Obaid Al Saidi, 2020; Sibley et al., 2020).

Financial Uncertainty. Other sources of uncertainty for college students include present
and future financial burdens. Striving for the ability to be self-sufficient as an emerging adult
includes the ability to be financially independent (Arnett, 2000). Financial stressors pertain to
those related to finances (i.e., income, utilities, bills) and employment (Reis et al., 2021). The
economy contributes greatly to an individual’s financial stress, which may be further impacted
by the related economic factors of inflation, unemployment, and increased costs of living.
Socioeconomic stressors during crises increase post-traumatic stress symptoms and rumination,
which further contributes to an intolerance of uncertainty (Celik et al., 2021). Recent economic
concerns have been greatly impacted by the results of the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to
uncertainty over future finances and employment status (Kecojevic et al., 2020). During the
pandemic, businesses closed, and hours of employment were reduced, leading to a decrease in
earned income and take-home wages. To combat such, the US government offered economic
relief loans, and stimulus checks (Internal Revenue Service [IRS], 2022).

Changes in the economy continue to impact our economy, including the rising inflation
rates and costs of living (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). This is especially stressful for
college students who typically have fewer financial resources due to their student status yet are
still impacted by the rise in prices that contribute to the cost of living. Connected with such,
graduating college students who hope to enter the job market may hold concerns over future job
security with worries surrounding unemployment. As of late 2023, the unemployment rate in the

United States 3.7% with approximately 6 million individuals being unemployed (U.S. Bureau of
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Labor Statistics, 2023). Thus, financial uncertainty may be of particular concern for college
students.

As emerging adults, transitioning into a role of greater involvement in society, college
students may begin to have an increased interest in and awareness of the happenings in the world
around. They may view these social and political events from a new perspective and with greater
consideration for the impact such has on themselves and their world. Further, college students
may also start to consider their position within the conflict, their stance within a social divide,
and the ways they can be agents of change regarding the matter.

Political Change

Political factors that are either global or domestic may contribute to the uncertainty and
stress experienced by undergraduate college students. Political entities, such as a country’s
government, the legal decisions made by that group, and the sociocultural characteristics of a
country indirectly affect but remain influential in the development of a person (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). College students are uniquely impacted by these exosystemic and macrosystemic factors
due to their current stage of development and its characteristics, like gained independence and
emergence into adulthood (Arnett, 2000). Consider historically the impact that the Vietnam War
and the draft had on college students who actively protested on college campuses, like Kent State
University, over the government’s decision to enforce a draft that greatly impact that generation
(Lewis & Hensley, n.d.). Governmental decisions have repercussions for all stakeholders
effected, including college students beginning to define their identities as adults in society.

For college students, political change and politics more generally take on a new meaning
of importance as they become more integrated into the adult sector of society. In addition to

greater exploration of one’s personal worldviews (Arnett, 2000), college students also begin to
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consider their grander role within the world of politics. Consider the fact that a bachelor’s degree
typically takes between four to five years to complete, during which time elections, including the
presidential election, are bound to occur in the United States. This is uniquely relevant to college
students who have recently acquired the legal right to vote as they typically begin college around
the age of 18. Therefore, these major elections may hold new meaning for young voters starting
to understand the responsibility of being an educated voter and paying closer attention to politics
than they had previously. Further, where college students may have been exposed to such matters
during their younger years, they now must do so outside of the context of the beliefs of their
parents and form their own. Regardless, whether elections are over legislative actions or the
election of new leaders, uncertainty over their outcome and the future of the country remain until
the results are announced. However, the recent rise in attitudes of suspicion over the legitimacy
of election results may lead to additional uncertainty over the nation’s future as it relates to a
core democratic foundation of the US government — the peaceful transfer of presidential power
(Anderson & Coduto, 2022; Eggers et al., 2021).

Other political events characterized by instability and chaos can also result in uncertainty.
For instance, on January 6, 2021, rioters staged an insurrection on the US Capitol building and
forcibly pushed their way onto the premises while Congress was in session due to frustrations
over the results of the election (Hawkins & Simon-Roberts, 2022; U.S. Department of Justice,
2021). An event of this nature had never occurred before within the US and has been considered
a “moment of national uncertainty”, specifically due to its connection to the election and
occurring only two weeks before the 2021 presidential inauguration (p. 321, Coduto &
Anderson, 2021; Anderson & Coduto, 2022). The aftermath of the event highlighted a pre-

existing political divide within the general population over the election’s outcome and newly
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emerging beliefs about the legitimacy of the insurrectionists (Anderson & Coduto, 2022; Eggers
et al., 2021). Further, due to the predominance of the participation of White rioters, discussion of
racism associated with the government arose over the less aggressive security response seen at
the event in comparison to the intense police response witnessed at Black Lives Matter protests
(Hawkins & Simon-Roberts, 2022). For college students, the insurrection and concerns over the
validity of an election of this magnitude may increase feelings of uncertainty over the stability of
a nation they are emerging into (Coduto & Anderson, 2021; Anderson & Coduto, 2022).

War and Uncertainty. Where this study is predominately focused on the stressors within
the US, it is important to consider the ways in which global crises may be impacting 1) a sense of
stability and safety within the US and 2) college students who are either directly or indirectly
associated with a country currently in conflict. Presently, violence, uncertainty, political turmoil,
and divide plague the global community. As with most global matters, countries not directly
involved in these events can still be impacted because of the interconnectedness of geopolitics.
The direct or indirect exposure to these events may be traumatic for college students, impacting
academic performance due to an increase in negative mental health outcomes, such as anxiety
and stress (Artime et al., 2019). Thus, it is important to consider the effects of war on college
students in regard to mental health, academic performance, and uncertainty. Notably, war and
violence are presently occurring within Ukraine. This conflict has been examined within the
context of its impact on college students, contributing to considerations for the unique needs of
this population during tumultuous times, along with the developmental impacts over the
unknown and uncertainty of one’s future.

Within the stress and uncertainty of an unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, Eastern

Europe additionally experienced global unrest with increased threats from the Russian
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government, who actively continue to pursue the conquest of Ukraine (Brumfiel, 2022). Such a
threat was initially launched in February 2022 when Russia fully invaded Ukraine (Polovko &
Glotov, 2023). Later in June 2023, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy announced
increasing concerns over a possible threat of the destruction of the six-reactor Zaporizhzhia
Nuclear Power Plant by Russian forces (Gambrell, 2023). No attack occurred, but the threat
alone caused increased fear of nuclear destruction around the world. Around the same time,
uncertainty and fear arose as a private military contractor, Yevgeny Prigozhin, threatened to
overthrow the Russian government with personal armed troops (Associated Press, 2023). The
attack, however, was aborted due to negotiations made by President Alexander Lukashenko of
Belarus (Frants, 2023). Regardless, such events only increased uncertainty and worries over the
future of both the nations directly involved, and the threat of involvement of other countries,
including the US, who has provided Ukraine with humanitarian assistance, troops, and billions of
dollars in security assistance (US Department of State, 2023; US Department of Defense, 2024).
Where these events have greatly impacted the global community, they have also had
unique direct impacts on the college students residing within or near these effected areas. Similar
to educational changes during the pandemic, the war initially forced Ukrainian universities to
shut down and later move to an online format. Online instructional experiences during the
pandemic provided instructors with the skills and confidence to employ such due to the war
(Sytnykova et al., 2023). This came with unique difficulties, however, due to air raids,
inconsistent electricity, and being forced to leave their homes, making it harder to access online
platforms for classes (Polovko & Glotov, 2023). As such, students had to learn to adapt and

engage in increased independent study.
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While college students were able to adjust and continue their studies, the events of the
war had negative impacts on their mental health. Preliminary studies on the impact of the Russo-
Ukrainian War on Ukrainian college students and personnel have found increased fear, despair,
anxiety, depression, exhaustion/burnout, loneliness, nervousness, substance use, unhealthy
eating, and anger (Kurapov et al., 2023; Polovko & Glotov, 2023). Differences in these impacts
were found within college role (student vs. personnel) and gender (females vs. males). For
instance, students (vs personnel) had higher levels of fear-related responses and decreased
resilience. Some of these negative feelings, such as anxiety, were directed towards concern over
the future of their nation (Polovko & Glotov, 2023). Increased anxiety, stress, and depression
were also found in Polish college students amidst the impacts of both the war and the COVID-19
pandemic (Hisato et al., 2023). Yet, students were able to still persevere with their studies during
the conflict and found positives within the experience.

Within the chaos and uncertainty of war, students displayed resilience, finding the ability
to continue their education online as a form of distraction, certainty, and an aspect of their life
they could control (Polovko & Glotov, 2023). Additionally, having compassionate and
understanding instructors positively impacted their wellbeing and ability to persevere during a
tumultuous time. Lastly, the conflict forced college students to think of the future of their nation
and their role within it, providing additional motivation to study so as to combat misinformation
and overcome the tragedy. Thus, the experiences of college students impacted by the events of
the Russo-Ukrainian War demonstrate how uncertainty over the future due to political changes
can affect this population. Further, such an event offers an example of the way college students
must consider the current status of politics within their nation and begin to understand its impact

on their lives.
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Social Change

Women’s Rights and Uncertainty. Recently, the Supreme Court of the United States
(SCOTUS) made a historical decision to overturn Roe v. Wade (1973) and Planned Parenthood
v. Casey (1992), a court case that resulted in the national legalization of abortions and
determined the unconstitutionality of the government’s involvement in the decision-making
process of women concerning their own medical care. In other words, the case determined that
women had a constitutional right to make autonomous decisions about their medical treatment,
specifically reproductive and abortion healthcare, without the interference of the US government.
This case, which was decided on January 22, 1973, was overturned about 50 years later on June
24,2022, when SCOTUS made the decision concerning the legality of abortion care to be a state
and not a federal matter in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022). In doing so,
several states (e.g., Arkansas, Mississippi, Missouri, Oklahoma) enacted ‘trigger laws’ which
immediately went into effect, restricting women’s access to abortion care and banning abortions,
in some circumstances without any exceptions (Shapiro et al., 2022).

When that decision was made, a significant change in the rights of women in the US
occurred, affecting approximately 167.5 million women including restrictions to access to
abortion care (US Census Bureau, 2020). The intersectional concerns with gender, race, and
socioeconomic status (SES) demonstrate that this monumental decision will have a greater
impact on marginalized women, who may experience unique matters of uncertainty (Coen-
Sanchez et al., 2022). Female college students may have increased concerns over the
accessibility and affordability of necessary healthcare, including contraceptives, and the ability
to make autonomous medical decisions, leading to feeling uncertain about their futures (Judge et

al., 2017). Such uncertainties may also depend on the state in which the student resides, as the
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SCOTUS decision provided states with the authority to dictate their own laws regarding abortion
access. It is also critical to note that not all women align in their views on the matter of access to
abortion care with some identifying more with pro-life or pro-choice perspectives. Therefore, for
female students who agreed with the decision to overturn the legislation, they may have
experienced decreased feelings of uncertainty and concern with a more optimistic view of the
future over this massive social change. Thus, as with any change, opinions on the matter may
vary, and the feelings associated with the different outcomes may as well.

Where the matter of reproductive rights in relation to the overturning of Roe v. Wade
(1973) and Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992) is unique to American college students, other
events in connection to women’s rights have occurred globally. For instance, recent movements
aimed to end the oppression against women have arisen in Iran. In September 2022, Mahsa
Amini, a 22-year-old woman of Kurdish descent, died while in the custody of the Iranian police
(Associated Press, 2022). She had been arrested by the country’s morality police who accused
her of wearing the required hijab too loosely. Her death sparked outrage in Iran and later
globally, as women and men actively protested; women also publicly cut their hijabs and hair in
protest (Gambrell, 2022). As a result, multiple individuals had been injured, died, or were
arrested. This event, which received mass global media attention, impacts both men and women
generally, as well as college students uniquely. The stakes of their wellbeing and rights take on a
new meaning as they become more aware of such issues politically, as well as consider the
personal implications for such for them within society. These social changes may increase
feelings of uncertainty over their own futures, as they navigate the arising changes occurring

within their lifetime.
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Intolerance of Uncertainty

Uncertainty refers to “a subjective negative state characterized by the presence of
negative emotions experienced in response to unpredictable conditions and the feeling that there
is not enough information to cope with them” (del Valle et al., 2022, p. 2). Within uncertainty, is
a fear of the unknown (FOTU), which refers to "an individual's propensity to experience fear
caused by the perceived absence of information on any level of consciousness or point of
processing" (Carleton, 2016; p. 31). As such, FOTU may serve as foundational to anxiety and
neuroticism. Additionally, that which is unknown pertains to the perception of an “absence of
information” or, rather, not having all the details necessary to be certain about the future
(Carleton, 2016; p. 31). Thus, this fear contributes to the feelings of anxiety that result from
such. Having some degree of uncertainty and fear over the unknown is expected, as nothing can
be predicted with complete certainty can therefore become intense and distressful (Carleton,
2016; Carleton, 2016a; del-Valle et al., 2022).

FOTU may be manifested through an intolerance of uncertainty. Fear of the uncertainty
and ambiguity of the future refers to intolerance of uncertainty (IU) (Bauer et al., 2019; Shapiro
et al., 2020). FOTU is related to IU, which can be considered the "dispositional incapacity to
endure the aversive response triggered by the perceived absence of salient, key, or sufficient
information, and sustained by the associated perception of uncertainty” (Carleton, 2016; p. 31).
Additionally, IU is the “tendency to fear the unknown and to worry excessively about potential
future negative outcomes, regardless of the probability of their occurrences" (Arbona et al., 2021,
p.702). Individuals will engage in adaptive or maladaptive coping to manage their IU and regain

a sense of control over the future, including fear, avoidance, distraction, anger, mistrust,
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rumination, denial, fatigue, and worry (Carleton, 2016; Carleton, 2016a; Boswell et al., 2017;
Freeston et al.; 2020; Satici et al., 2020; Shihata et al., 2017; Rettie & Daniels, 2020).

IU has been found to be connected to various clinical and non-clinical psychological
concerns. [U is considered a transdiagnostic maintaining trait associated with various
internalizing disorders, including generalized anxiety, post-traumatic stress, obsessive-
compulsive, panic and panic attacks, social anxiety, and depression (Shihata et al., 2017; Shapiro
et al., 2020). In non-clinical populations, it may increase such emotions as worry, frustration,
anger, rage, helplessness, guilt, sadness, and grief (Freeston et al., 2020; Shapiro et al., 2020).
McEvoy and Mahoney (2012) found that IU was significantly related to neuroticism, and
symptoms of social phobia, panic disorder, agoraphobia, OCD, GAD, and depression. Within the
context of COVID-19, greater IU was correlated with higher mental symptoms, including
anxiety, depression, and insomnia (AlHadi et al., 2021). This may in part be due to the variety of
uncertainties individuals faced because of the pandemic.
1U during Disaster

Natural disasters negatively impact one’s mental health (Goldmann & Galea, 2014;
Rettie & Daniels, 2020). Experiencing the trauma of a natural disaster increases the likelihood of
developing such disorders as Major Depressive Disorder (MDD), Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), and substance use (Goldmann & Galea, 2014). Certain risk factors, like previous mental
health concerns, a limited support system, severity of the exposure to the trauma and post-
disaster stressors (e.g., illness, financial hardship, displacement, physical ailments) may
influence the impact of the trauma and the trajectory of recovery from such within an individual.
For instance, consider the effects of the recent COVID-19 pandemic. IU predicted psychological

distress in college students in India during the pandemic (Varghese & Delariate, 2021). AlHadi
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and colleagues (2021) found greater associations of depression, anxiety, and stress with being
female, younger in age, COVID-19 contact history (confirmed, uncertain, and suspected), and
prior mental illness in a Saudi Arabian population. Other risk factors for increased psychological
impact from COVID-19 in college students included being a woman, less than average income
SES, spending more than eight hours on a device, being 18-24 years old, and knowing someone
who was infected with COVID-19 (Browning et al., 2021). Thus, it is essential to consider the
impact that a disaster like the pandemic may have long-term on one’s mental health and within
these populations seen as being most at risk.

Uncertainty may increase the impact of disaster-related effects (Galea & Goldmann,
2013; Rettie & Daniels, 2013). For example, there were and remain several unknowns regarding
the pandemic and its impact. During the height of the pandemic, these unknowns included the
efficacy of the measures used to combat the virus, worry over the possibility of loved ones
becoming ill, the trajectory of the pandemic, and the validity of the information being shared
about it. Concerning COVID-19 and IU, studies have shown increases in psychological distress,
maladaptive behaviors, and clinical implications, such as panic disorder, anxiety, and depression
(Satici et al., 2020; Qui et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020). In Turkey, fear and rumination were found
to be responses to uncertainty regarding the pandemic (Satici et al., 2020). Prior levels of IU and
choice in coping strategies were found to significantly impact mental health outcomes within the
pandemic (AlHadi et al., 2021). Thus, unprecedented times may negatively impact the mental
health outcomes of individuals effected by such, including feelings of uncertainty. It is important
for mental health professionals, including counselors and counselor educators, to better
understand these factors both within and outside of the context of disasters to better work with

clients and students to lessens concerns over uncertainty.
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1U during the Mundane

Uncertainty exists outside of the context of major natural disasters and unprecedented
events (del Valle et al., 2022). Much uncertainty resides within the more mundane factors of
daily living that may also result in as much distress as caused by major events, but within a
different context. The most basic of upcoming events like going to work, running errands,
visiting a friend or family, or simply being in public can result in feelings of uncertainty. Each of
these activities has their own unknown elements, such as a lack of predictability over how the
activity will go, if it will be successfully accomplished or completed, or if any obstacles will
arise, and if so, how they will be navigated. For instance, one who is embarking on a trip may
have uncertainty over their travel plans as it is completely unpredictable how those plans will
unfold. Obstacles in the event of traveling include travel delays, lost reservations, cancelled
flights, lost luggage, bad weather, and turbulence. Thus, the uncertainty of an event as simple as
traveling can increase worry, fears, and anxiety within the traveler.

The typical events of life that each person encounters regularly encompass a degree of
uncertainty as nothing is fully and completely predictable. Struggles with these uncertainties can
lead to IU and reactions of distress (Shapiro et al., 2020). Such reactions relate to the presenting
concerns that counselors may see within their clients, including symptoms connected to various
mental disorders, which are highly prevalent within the US (National Alliance on Mental Illness
[NAMI], 2022). Approximately 1 in 5 adults (52.9 million) will experience a mental illness; 1 in
20 adults (14.2 million) will experience a serious mental illness. The three largest demographic
groups with the highest annual prevalence rates of mental illness in US adults include individuals
who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual (47.4%), non-Hispanic mixed/multiracial (35.8%), or

non-Hispanic White (22.6%). Of mental health disorders experienced by adults in the US, the

30



highest prevalence rates are that of anxiety disorders at 19.1% or about 48 million people. IU is
significantly connected to the maintenance and development of internalizing disorders, such as
GAD, MDD, OCD, and SAD (Shihata et al., 2017). Thus, it is important for counselors and
counselor educators to be knowledgeable about the ways in which such may manifest in their
clients or students. Better understanding the impact and reactions people may have due to IU can
help inform the ways in counselors and counselor educators interact or treat their students or
clients.

Additionally, health-related concerns continue to be prominent. These concerns may be
especially poignant if one has a pre-existing health condition that decreases their immune system
and increases one’s chances of contracting illnesses, and may increase anxiety, decrease daily
functioning, and lower the physical and environmental (i.e., finances) wellbeing of an individual,
a relationship that has been found to be moderated by IU (Shoychet et al., 2022). Additionally,
higher IU was found to have a strong relationship with anxiety sensitivity connected with
COVID-19, and increased the likelihood of catastrophizing worries, stockpiling, and cleaning
(Saulnier et al., 2022). It is unknown to what extent the level of impact the pandemic will have
both short- and long-term in various areas (health, financial, economic, personal). Due to these
remaining uncertainties, it is important to consider their implications on mental health,
particularly anxiety.

Anxiety

Anxiety pertains to concerns over future threats of danger and can act as a protective
factor against such (Majali, 2020). Experiencing a small amount of anxiety can be a healthy and
protective response to concerns within one’s lived experiences. It is the “suite of anticipatory

affective, cognitive, and behavioral changes in response to uncertainty about a potential future
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threat” (Grupe & Nitschke, 2013 p. 1). Anxiety can further be conceptualized as either trait or
state, where state anxiety refers to a more temporary form of anxiety experienced during specific
situations, and trait anxiety is more permanent and generalized, applicable to several situations
(Spielberger, 1972). In addition, it can be a motivating factor to help manage the stress
commonly experienced in life. For instance, one might be a little anxious about doing well on an
upcoming exam, and the anxiety over such will encourage the individual to study. However,
excessive anxiety can cause increased distress within an individual and negatively impact one’s
mental wellbeing, leading to a more pathologized form of anxiety (APA, 2022).
Anxiety and Emerging Adulthood

One group to experience unique sources of stress, which may impact anxiety, are
emerging adults (Reis et al., 2021). Within this group, college students may be especially
impacted by such due to the additional stress of navigating the developmental tasks of emerging
adulthood and the rigorous academic expectations of a higher education degree. The American
College Health Association (ACHA) conducts regular reports on the status of wellbeing amongst
college students (undergraduates, graduates, and professionals) within the United States. In its
most recent report, the National College Health Assessment III (ACHA, 2023) consisted of a
response sample of about 78,000 college students (71.4% identifying as undergraduate students)
and examined a plethora of health-related factors. ADHD or ADD (12.6%), anxiety (34%),
depression (24.3%), sleep difficulties (23.4%), and stress (40.2%) were among the top five
concerns identified within the sample of all respondents as having the greatest impact on
academic performance. The report also assessed the prevalence of diagnosed chronic mental
health conditions. Most students reported being diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (35.8%),

followed by depression (27.9%) and ADD/ADHD (12.5%). Thus, the stress that students
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experience within college uniquely impacts mental health and may increase levels of clinical
anxiety.
Anxiety and Mental Health

Rates of anxiety and depression have increased because of the recent COVID-19
pandemic (del Valle et al., 2022). Disordered-levels of anxiety can be best understood within the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 5 Ed (DSM-5-TR), which categorizes a series of disorders as
anxiety disorders (APA, 2022). Physical and emotional systems are connected to anxiety
(NAMI, 2017). Physical symptoms of anxiety include shortness of breath, racing heartbeat,
sweating, tremors, headaches, fatigue, insomnia, and upset stomach. Emotional symptoms of
anxiety include apprehension, dread, tension, restlessness, irritability, and hypervigilance.
Additionally, anxiety disorders are the most prevalent mental disorders experienced yearly by
adults in the US (ADAA, n.d.).

Anxiety disorders may be related to specific incidents (i.e., social situations and Social
Anxiety Disorder) or be more general, where anxiety is experienced in a higher variety of
occurrences (i.e., Generalized Anxiety Disorder; GAD) (APA, 2022). GAD is a psychiatric
disorder characterized by excessive, uncontrollable worry and anxiety with certain physiological
symptoms (headaches, fatigue, muscle tension, irritability, trouble concentrating, restlessness,
trouble sleeping) that have resulted in significant impairment in various areas of functioning for
the individual. Worry is “apprehensive thoughts about future events with uncertain and
uncontrollable outcomes” (Liu & Zhong, 2020, p.1). Worry is seen as a central component of
anxiety disorders, such as GAD, in which the worry one feels over such uncertainty leads to
feelings of anxiety. Thus, individuals may worry about the uncertainty of the future, which leads

to feelings of anxiety. This is especially prevalent given the current economic, political, and
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social uncertainties faced within the world, and the prevalence of adults suffering from anxiety
disorders presently in the US.
Anxiety and Uncertainty

Anxiety is significantly related to IU in that IU further perpetuates and maintains
symptoms of worry and anxiety both clinically and non-clinically (Dugas et al., 1997; Qui et al.,
2020; Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020). However, IU and anxiety may also contribute to
resiliency (Duru et al., 2022). IU has been found to be connected to anxiety within the context of
difficulties making career-based decisions (Arbona et al., 2021). When addressing aspects of [U
in treatment, individuals had a clinically significant decrease in GAD scores and worry
(Chigwedere & Moran, 2022). Models of anxiety, such as the [UM, demonstrate a connection
between U and anxiety (Behar et al., 2009). The basic components of the [UM are IU, negative
problem orientation, cognitive avoidance, and positive beliefs about worry (Behar et al., 2009;
Groves et al., 2019). Individuals with GAD will develop increased worry over the ambiguity of
future events or IU through these elements. In addition, worry and anxiety increase and are
maintained through the two feedback loops of negative problem orientation and cognitive
avoidance (McEvoy & Mahoney, 2011). Further, research on the IUM has found a positive
relationship between IU and worry that is mediated by negative problem orientation and positive
beliefs of worry (Groves et al., 2019). Thus, for one who struggles with such matters of anxiety,
worry, and uncertainty must learn how to adaptively cope with these feelings.
Anxiety and Coping

Individuals may regularly engage in various coping strategies to reduce feelings of
anxiety. Having more adaptive coping abilities can moderate negative emotions like anxiety and

IU (AlHadi, 2021). Based off Lazarus and Folkman (1984), Guo and Shen (2021) define coping
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as “the cognitive and behavioral efforts made by an individual to control the imbalance when
external or internal demands exceed the resources available to the individual” (p.5). Coping
strategies can be problem-focused, emotion-focused, or dysfunctional (Garcia et al., 2018).
Problem-focused coping pertains to engaging in problem-solving actions to reduce stress, while
emotion-focused coping pertains to coping strategies that aim to reduce emotions from anxiety,
like using humor. Dysfunctional coping refers to maladaptive coping strategies, like denial or
substance use. Examples of more adaptive forms of coping include using emotional support,
humor, acceptance, positive reframing, and religion (Carver, 1997).

Religious coping (i.e., prayer) is an adaptive form of coping that is effective in reducing
anxiety (Achour et al., 2021). It has further been found to significantly reduce anxiety related to
IU (Howell et al., 2019). Additionally, spirituality has also been found to decrease feelings of
anxiety (Ano & Vasconcelles, 2005; Ramos et al., 2014). Spirituality is related to religious
coping in that an individual may hold spiritual beliefs outside of or within the context of an
organized religion (Burney et al., 2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). Spirituality, then, may also be
an adaptive form of coping with uncertainty by regaining some sense of control by placing the
control within another (Howell et al., 2019). Thus, it may serve as a variable that mediates the
relationship between anxiety and IU, and a possible source of coping for those struggling with
such.

Spirituality

In research, defining the specific delineation between spirituality and religiosity is quite
difficult and has caused various researchers to consider the differentiation themselves (Hill et al.,
2000; Zinnbauer et al., 1997). Religiosity and spirituality are similar constructs with important

distinctions that are often used interchangeably (Hill et al., 2000). For example, religion can be
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considered a more formal, fixed, and institutionalized belief system, whereas spirituality pertains
to a broader idea of beliefs that is more individual, experiential, less formal, and subjective
(Williams-Smith & McMillian, 2022; Burney et al., 2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). However,
one can also be spiritual and religious, finding an aspect of spirituality within their religiosity
(Schnell, 2012). This further makes a clear distinction between the two difficult to define.

The current study aimed to define spirituality under the following definitions. Burney et
al. (2017) define spirituality as, “the process of seeking personal authenticity, genuineness,
wholeness as well as developing a greater connectedness to self and others through relationships
and community; refers to deriving meaning, purpose, and direction in life” (p.1481). Delaney et
al. (2011) further define spirituality as, “multidimensional, encompassing a personal,
interpersonal, and transpersonal context consisting of three interrelated domains — self-discovery,
relationships, and eco-awareness” (p.11). The Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious
Values in Counseling (ASERVIC) even released the, “ASERVIC White Paper” (n.d.) to provide
counselors with a clearer understanding of the distinction between the two variables. It offers the
unique insight into spirituality as being a “tendency that moves the individual toward knowledge,
love, meaning, peace, hope, transcendence, connectedness, compassion, wellness, and
wholeness” (p 1). These are certainly all values that can be dictated by the ideology of a religion.

Therefore, spirituality is more than just one’s religious beliefs, but it also does not
exclude holding such either (ASERVIC, n.d.). In the current study, spirituality refers to the
personalized construct centered around the search for and understanding of one's purpose and
life’s meaning in whatever way an individual defines that may or may not include religion or
religious identity. Due to the subjective and personal nature of spirituality and spiritual beliefs,

the current study aimed to have participants self-define what spirituality meant to them, while
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recognizing the limitation provided by the selection of a measure that provided a directive in the
definition of such (more discussed in limitations).
Spirituality and Wellbeing

Individuals may find that holding spiritual beliefs helps reduce psychological distress.
Spirituality has been found to have a significant and positive relationship with psychological
wellbeing (Burney et al., 2017). Portnoff and colleagues (2017) found that spirituality
significantly decreased depression and suicidal ideation in participants from the US, China, and
India, which also showed that spirituality acted as a strong protective factor across various
spiritual traditions. For women in the military, faith (which can be connected to
religion/spirituality) was reported as a source of strength during deployment (Berkel et al., 2019).
Incorporating spirituality into mental health treatment (i.e., Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; CBT)
has significantly decreased GAD symptoms (Ramos et al., 2014). For individuals with
cardiovascular disease, participating in an individualized spirituality-based intervention
significantly increased their quality of life (Delaney et al., 2011). In college students, spirituality
was found to be a positive coping skill against the academic stressors associated with college
(Ekwonye et al., 2020; Betts et al., 2023). Spirituality may also be connected to IU, often
helping decrease feelings of distress by placing worries over the future within the control of
another (Howell et al., 2019).
Spirituality and I1U

Few studies have explored the relationship between IU, anxiety, and spirituality,
especially among undergraduate college students. Spirituality and religiosity allow one to
perceive unknown or uncertain future events as being within the control of a higher power or

some other control factor specific to their belief system (Howell et al., 2019). In this sense, an
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individual is viewing the uncertainty and ambiguity of the future as truly out of their own control
and being fully within that of another. Therefore, one can find strength from spirituality to help
cope with IU.

Past studies have explored the relationship between IU, religiosity, spirituality, and
psychological distress. Spirituality has been proposed as being incorporated into a cognitive
model of worry and intolerance of uncertainty (Rosmarin et al., 2011). Bardeen and Michel
(2017) found a significant interaction between IU, depression, and religiosity, in which a positive
relationship between IU and depression became greater at lower (vs. higher) levels of religiosity.
Additionally, coping-based motives of religion were associated with more significant depression
in participants with greater than average levels of IU and with less depression in participants
with less than average IU (Howell et al., 2019). For individuals with greater than average 1U,
religiosity was associated with less depression and lowered fear of negative evaluation.

Concerning the COVID-19 pandemic, various groups turned to religious and spiritual
beliefs to cope with the anxiety of the situation. Muslim academics who used religious coping
strategies had significant decreases in anxiety (Achour et al., 2021). Positive religious coping
significantly moderated feelings of hope and wellbeing during the pandemic in individuals in
Colombia and South Africa (Counted et al., 2020). Adolescents in Turkey turned to religious
coping to help with feelings of anxiety and isolation during the pandemic (Kadiroglu et al.,
2021). Thus, incorporating spirituality and religious beliefs and practices helped to reduce
negative psychological emotions associated with the stress of the pandemic and may apply to
other disasters, like financial distress and economic uncertainty, which are unique concerns for
emerging adults.

Spirituality and College Students
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Identity exploration is one of the five factors of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2015). One
component of identity exploration includes the development of a personal worldview, which
encompasses personal values, morals, and existential beliefs. Growing up, people are influenced
by the culture of their parents and the community they have been placed within (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Arnett, 2015). This includes an expected and rather forced adherence to the spiritual
practices and beliefs of their parents or parental figures (Betts et al., 2023). The collegiate
environment, with its own culture, represents a societal microcosm away from parental
influences, and therefore offers students a space to dive deeper into personally held beliefs (Betts
et al., 2023; Mayhew et al., 2020). Exposure to different people, viewpoints, and material
provided in college courses challenges their lived experiences and forces one to reconsider the
universality of such (Nordstrom, 2015; Mayhew et al., 2020). Students may purposefully seek to
expand their knowledge of other belief systems through the coursework offered in colleges
(Betts et al., 2023). Additionally, these new sources of information add to the fabrication of
newly developed beliefs (Mayhew et al., 2020). Thus, college students begin to explore new
sources of meaning-making within the context of their newly restructured worldview (Arnett,
2015; Mayhew et al., 2020).

Existential beliefs, such as meaning making and purpose, are connected to spirituality,
which may be an important element in the self-exploration that occurs in emerging adulthood
(Burney et al., 2017; Ekwonye et al., 2020). Having left the environment curated by their
parents, college students are provided with the opportunity to explore their own spirituality and
to integrate such into a personal worldview that may or may not be aligned with what they were
raised in. The decision to continue the practices of their family or to explore other possibilities is

a personal choice that must be made by the emerging adult. Students may be motivated to engage
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in faith, religion or spirituality for a variety of reasons. Betts and colleagues (2023) identified six
themes of motivation amongst college students regarding their choice to engage in faith,
spirituality, or religion. Out of the six, the top three (listed in ranked order) included purpose, for
others, and personal growth. Within the theme of ‘purpose’, students identified their faith,
spirituality and/or religion as a source of meaning, and a coping mechanism against adversity,
anxiety, stress, and the uncertainties in life. For students who identified ‘for others’ as a
motivation of engagement included the sense of belonging to a community of like-minded
individuals, as well as the desire to share their faith with others. Lastly, increasing one’s
knowledge and understanding of both one’s own and other denominations of faith, spirituality,
and/or religion served as motivation for engagement.

For a new student entering the new environment of their college, their spiritual/religious
identity can serve as a protective factor against the stressors of adjusting to college, such as
belonging, by providing one access to a familiar community (Betts et al., 2023). Consider the
fact that many colleges have religious/spiritually affiliated student organizations, such as Hillel
(Judaism) or Cru (Christian). This provides students with the opportunity to connect with like-
minded individuals in a way that is less organic than simply meeting strangers. Again, though,
this is an environment that a student must seek out for themselves and choose to pursue
involvement in on their own.

Therefore, spirituality, held either within or outside of religion, may serve as a protective
factor against the anxiety and the uncertainties of the future. Further, spirituality is an important
aspect of the identity exploration found within emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2015; Ekwonye et
al., 2020). For college students, spirituality can serve as a source of meaning, purpose, and

strength in coping with struggles and stress (Ekwonye et al., 2020; Betts et al., 2023). It is
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important for counselors and counselor educators to consider the implications that anxiety, IU,
and spirituality may have in assisting college students in navigating the demands of college.
Summary: IU, Anxiety, Spirituality, and College Students

Research has shown connections between IU, religiosity, and internalizing
symptomology in different populations but has not yet explored the relationship between IU,
spirituality, and anxiety in college undergraduates, specifically with consideration for mental
health professionals, such as counselors (Bardeen & Michel, 2017; Howell et al., 2019;
Rosmarin et al., 2011). Counselors have an ethical obligation to be multiculturally competent and
able to understand and incorporate the worldviews of their clients into therapy, including their
spiritual beliefs (ACA, 2014; Ratts et al., 2016; Robertson & Young, 2011). Therefore, it is
important to study how counselors can use their client’s spirituality to combat IU, a critical
transdiagnostic trait in developing and maintaining internalizing disorders. Further, despite
research showing that college students need mental health services, many do not receive the
treatment they deserve (Brown, 2020). Therefore, the current study aimed to explore the
relationship between spirituality, anxiety, and IU within the undergraduate college population

while considering the implications of the results within the context of the counseling profession.
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Definition of Terms

Emerging Adulthood: the critical stage of development during the ages of 18 to 25
characterized by a continuation of the identity exploration that began in adolescence, though now
with an increased level of independence (Arnett, 2000).

Uncertainty: “A subjective negative state characterized by the presence of negative
emotions experienced in response to unpredictable conditions and the feeling that there is not
enough information to cope with them” (del Valle et al., 2022, p. 2).

Intolerance of Uncertainty (IU): Distress surrounding the ambiguity and
unpredictability of the future (Bauer et al., 2019; Shapiro et al., 2020).

Anxiety: Concerns over future threats of danger and can act as a protective factor against
such (Majali, 2020)

Spirituality: The personalized construct centered around the search and understanding of
one's purpose and life’s meaning in whatever way an individual defines that may or may not

include religion or religious identity (ASERVIC, n.d.; Burney et al., 2017; Delaney et al., 2011)
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Chapter 2
Methodology

The purpose of this quantitative study was to explore the relationship between
spirituality, anxiety, and intolerance of uncertainty (IU) among college undergraduates.
Specifically, the study sought to determine if spirituality moderated the relationship between [U
and anxiety. The variables of the study included the independent variables of IU and spirituality,
the moderator variable of spirituality, and the dependent variable of anxiety. Past research has
demonstrated empirically significant relationships between these variables separately, such as [U
and anxiety (Dugas et al., 1997; Shihata et al., 2017; Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020; Qui et
al., 2020;), IU and spirituality (Rosmarin et al., 2011) and spirituality and anxiety (Ano &
Vasconcelles, 2005; Ramos et al., 2014) within undergraduate college students. Thus, the present
study expanded upon this existing literature while also addressing a research gap concerning the
examination of all three of these variables together within this population.
Research Questions
The research questions for the current study include:

1. What is the relationship between anxiety, IU, and spirituality in undergraduate college
students?
2. Does spirituality moderate the relationship between anxiety and IU in undergraduate

college students?
Participants

To estimate sample size, G*Power 3 software (Faul et al., 2007) was used to conduct a
power analysis for a linear multiple regression (R? increase) with 3 predictors. To reduce Type I

and Type II errors, input parameters for analysis included a medium effect size of 0.15, a = 0.05,
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and power of 0.95. The results of the power analysis showed a required total sample size of n =
119. The participants of the present study were undergraduate college students from a Southern
university in the United States. To be eligible to participate in the study, students had to be
currently enrolled at the institution and be at least 18 years of age.

In total, 169 college undergraduate students participated in the study. Only participants
who answered 80% of the questions were included. Of this total, 25 participants were removed
due to incompletion, resulting in a final total of 144 participants (see Table 1). Regarding
demographic information, two participants did not disclose any information on the demographic
questionnaire, and one participant did not report their year in school but completed the other
questions. The age range of participants was 18-23 with an average (M) age of 19.73 (SD =
1.35). Most participants identified as female (70.1%, n = 101) with 27.8% (n=40) identifying as
Male, 0.7% (n=1) identifying as Non-binary/third gender, 0% preferring not to say, and 0%
identifying as Other. Concerning racial identity, 0% identified as American Indian/Indigenous
Group/Alaska Native, 2.1% (n=3) identified as Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander, 6.3%
(n=9) identified as Black/African American, 0.7% (n=1) identified as Hispanic/Latino/Latina,
0% identified as Middle Eastern/Arab, 87.5% (n=126) identified as White/Caucasian, 1.4%
(n=2) identified as Multiracial/Biracial, and 0.7% (n=1) identified as Other. Regarding year in
college, 31.9% (n=46) of participants were 1 Year/Freshman, 23.6% (n=34) of participants
were 2™Year/Sophomore, 18.1% (n=26) of participants were 3"Year/Junior, 21.5% (n=31) of
participants were 4Year/Senior, and 2.8% (n=4) of participants were Fifth year or above. In
summary, participants were on average 19.73 years of age, and predominantly identified as

female, White/Caucasian and being a 1* year/Freshman in college.
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Participants were also asked about their religious identity, specifically if they identified
with a religion and, if so, which one. This was self-identified by participants and provided
through a write-in format; participants did not select pre-written options. Out of 142 of the
participants who completed the demographics questionnaire, 116 (80.6%) identified with a
specific religion. Most participants who identified with a religion identified themselves as
Christian (n=115) with one participant identifying as Hindu. With a write-in format, answers
ranged from the identification of specific denominations of Christianity to a more general
‘Christian’ or ‘Christianity’ response; thus, 89 participants answered either ‘Christian’ or
‘Christianity’ without including any more specifying information as some participants answered
with a specific denomination and the word ‘Christian/Christianity’. Of the remaining 33
participants who identified with Christianity, the specific Christian denominations reported
included Catholicism/Catholic/Roman Catholic (n=12), Baptist (n=4), Nondenominational
Christian (n=4), Methodist (n=3), and Episcopal (n=1); two participants reported being
‘Protestant Christian’.

Table 1

Demographic Information

Demographic Identity N Percentage
Gender Male 40 27.8%
(n=142) Female 101 70.1%

Non-binary/Third 1 0.7%
Prefer Not to Say 0 0%
Other 0 0%
Race/Ethnicity ~ American Indian/Indigenous Group/Alaska 0 0%
(n=142) Native 3 2.1%
Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander 9 6.3%
Black/African American 1 0.7%
Hispanic/Latino/Latina 0 0%
White/Caucasian 126 87.5%
Middle Eastern/Arab 2 1.4%
Multiracial/Biracial 1 0.7%
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Other

Year in College  Ist Year/Freshman 46 31.9%
(n=141) 2ndY ear/Sophomore 34 23.6%
3rdYear/Junior 26 18.1%
4th Year/Senior 31 21.5%
5th Year or Above 4 2.8%
Religious Yes 116 80.6%
Identity No 26 18.3%
Procedure

Following IRB approval, a Qualtrics survey was created, which included the information
letter (See Appendix A), an opportunity to consent to participation, the instruments of the study,
and a demographics questionnaire. All data was collected anonymously through the Qualtrics
survey as no personal or identifiable information was collected, including IP addresses. Data
collection methods included convenience and snowball sampling. The Qualtrics survey was
distributed along with the IRB approval letter in an email to instructors within the College of
Education at the university who taught undergraduate courses to be forwarded to those whom
they taught. Additionally, the Qualtrics survey was uploaded onto SONA, a data collection
software, in which undergraduate students taking courses within the College of Education could
access research surveys and participate for course credit, which was 0.5 credits for the present
study. Data collected by participants who accessed the study through SONA were collected
confidentially, as personal information of participation was recorded by the software in order to
grant credit. Only the primary researcher was able to access such information, however, no
personal information regarding how a participant answered the survey was collected, as the
information was still anonymously gathered through Qualtrics.

Participants either accessed the survey either through an instructor or through SONA.
Both methods of distribution directed participants to the same survey on Qualtrics. After giving

consent, participants completed three surveys, including one on IU (Intolerance of Uncertainty
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Scale; Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Freeston et al., 1994), anxiety (Beck Anxiety Inventory; Beck et al.,
1988), and spirituality (Spiritual Wellbeing Scale; Ellison, 1983; Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982), as
well as a demographic questionnaire (see Appendices B-E). The survey took participants
approximately 15-30 minutes to complete. For participants who accessed the survey through
SONA, the primary researcher granted them participation credit through the SONA platform that
notified the researcher of such.
Measures
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale

Intolerance of Uncertainty was measured using the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale
(IUS; Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Freeston et al., 1994) (see Appendix B). The scale was originally
created in French (Freeston et al., 1994) and later translated into English (Buhr & Dugas, 2002).
The 27-item self-report measurement assesses feelings towards uncertainty, ambiguity, and the
unknowns of the future. Examples of items include, “It’s unfair not having any guarantees in
life”; “When I am uncertain, I can’t go forward”; “One should always look ahead so as to avoid
surprises”. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Not at all characteristic of
me”) to 5 (“Entirely characteristic of me”) with scores ranging from 27 to 135 and higher scores
indicating higher levels of IU. The English-version of the IUS has been found to have strong
psychometric validity and reliability, including strong internal consistency (o =.94), and good
five-week test-retest reliability (» = 0.74) (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). The reliability findings of the
present study were consistent with past research (o = 0.95). See Table 2 for the means, standard
deviations, and reliability statistics of all measures used in the present study.

Beck Anxiety Inventory
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Anxiety was measured using the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al., 1988; see
Appendix C). The BAI is a 21-item self-report measure that assesses common symptoms of
anxiety, including numbness, indigestion, and nervousness. Items are scored on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from 0 (“Not at all””) to 3 (“Severely — I could barely stand it”), with higher scores
indicating greater severity of anxiety. Scores range from 0-63 and are interpreted according to
four levels of anxiety that correspond with a total score range: minimal anxiety (0-7), mild
anxiety (8-15), moderate anxiety (16-25) and severe anxiety (26-63). The BAI has been found to
have good internal consistency (a0 =.92) and one week test-retest reliability (» = 0.75) (Beck et
al., 1988). Additionally, the BAI was found to have good psychometric properties within a non-
clinical, undergraduate population (Creamer et al., 1995). The BAI has also been found to have
good convergent validity with other measures of anxiety, including the Hamilton Anxiety Rating
Scale (r = 0.51), the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (r = 0.47-0.58), the anxiety portion of the
Symptom Checklist-90 (= 0.81), and good divergent validity from measures of depression like
the Hamilton Depression Inventory (» = .25) (Fydrich et al., 1992; Julian, 2011). The reliability
findings of the present study were consistent with past research (a0 = 0.93) (see Table 2).
Spiritual Wellbeing Scale

Spirituality was measured using the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS; Paloutzian &
Ellison, 1982; Ellison, 1983; see Appendix D). The SWBS is a 20-item self-report measure that
assesses perceived spiritual wellbeing and consists of two subscales: Religious Wellbeing
(RWBS; relationship to, satisfaction with, and connection to God) and Existential Wellbeing
(EWBS; life satisfaction and purpose). Odd numbered items were utilized to compute the RWBS
score with scores ranging from 10-60 on three levels: sense of unsatisfactory relationship with

God (10-20), moderate sense of religious wellbeing (21-49), and positive view of one’s
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relationship with God (50-60). Even numbered items were utilized to compute the EWBS score
with scores ranging from 10-60 on three levels: low satisfaction with one’s life and possible lack
of clarity about one’s purpose in life (10-20), moderate level of life satisfaction and purpose (21-
49), and high level of life satisfaction with one’s life and a clear sense of purpose (50-20). All
items on the SWBS were utilized to compute the overall spiritual wellbeing score. On the
SWBS, items are scored on a 6-point Likert scale with scores ranging from 1 (Strongly Agree) to
6 (Strongly Disagree). Scores range from 20-120 with higher scores indicating greater spiritual
wellbeing and are interpreted according to 3 levels of perceived wellbeing: a sense of low (20-
40), moderate (41- 99), and high (100-120) sense of spiritual wellbeing. The SWBS, which has
been normed against undergraduate college students of varying spiritual identities, has shown
strong psychometric properties (Paloutzian, 2021), including good reliability, and good face
validity. The test-retest reliability across four studies with 1-10 weeks between tests showed
coefficients of .96, .99, .96, .88 (RWBS), .86, .98, .98, .73 (EWBS), and .93, .99, .99, .82
(SWBS). Additionally, high internal consistency was found across seven samples with
coefficients ranging from .82-.94 (RWBS), .78-.86 (EWBS) and .89-.94 (SWBS) (Bufford et al.,
1991; Paloutzian & Ellison, 2021). Regarding validity, all three scales have been shown to
positively correlate with positive self-concept, sense of purpose in life, physical health, and
emotional adjustment, as well as negatively correlate with ill health, emotional maladjustment,
and lack of purpose in life (Bufford et al., 1991; Paloutzian & Ellison, 2021). The reliability

findings of the present study were consistent with past research for the SWBS (a = 0.94), and the

RWBS (a0 =0.97) and EWBS (o = 0.88) subscales (see Table 2)
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Table 2

Scale Reliability Statistics

Scale N Cronbach’s  Mean Standard
Alpha Deviation
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS) 27 945 71.97 19.86
Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) 21 926 39.90 12.36
Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS) 20 944 48.34 19.41
Religious Wellbeing Scale 10 966 24.17 13.93
(RWBS)
Existential Wellbeing Scale 10 .882 24.45 8.31
(EWBS)

Note: N = number of items on scale
Demographic Questionnaire

Participants also completed a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix E). The
information collected included age, race/ethnicity, gender, year in college, and religious
identification. This questionnaire was created by the researcher for the purpose of gathering
demographic information of the participants.

Data Analyses

To test the research questions, a simple moderation analysis, which included
Pearson’s correlation and a linear regression, was conducted (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009). A
moderation analysis assesses the impact of a third variable (interaction variable) within the linear
relationship of two other variables (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009). Specifically, it assesses
whether the relationship between the two variables varies depending upon the level of the third
variable (e.g. higher or lower). In assessing for moderation, it is hypothesized that the linear
relationship between the two variables may be different depending upon the level of a third
variable. To assess for such, a linear regression analysis is first conducted to assess the
contribution of the independent variables on the dependent variable. Next, a second linear
regression analysis is conducted to assess the effect of the interaction variable on the dependent

variable, which determines the significance of its moderating impact on the relationship between
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the independent variable and dependent variable. For the present study, the independent variables
were [U and spirituality, the moderator variable was spirituality, and the dependent variable was

anxiety. Descriptive statistics were also conducted and reported.
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Chapter 3
Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between spirituality, anxiety,
and intolerance of uncertainty (IU) among undergraduates. Specifically, the study considered
how spirituality interacted and moderated the relationship between IU and anxiety. There were
two research questions for the current study: 1) What is the relationship between anxiety, IU, and
spirituality in undergraduate college students? And 2) Does spirituality moderate the relationship
between anxiety and IU in undergraduate college students? Undergraduate participants of the
study completed a Qualtrics survey that consisted of the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS;
Freeston et al., 1994; Buhr & Dugas, 2002), the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al.,
1988b), the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS; Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982; Ellison, 1983), and a
demographics questionnaire. A Pearson r bivariate correlation analysis and a linear multiple
regression analysis were conducted to examine the data collected and the guiding questions. This
section discusses the results of these statistical analyses.
Research Questions and Results
Research Question 1 (RQ1): What is the relationship between anxiety, 1U, and spirituality in
undergraduate college students?

On average, participants demonstrated severe levels of anxiety (M = 39.69, SD = 12.47),
a moderate sense of spiritual wellbeing (M =48.63, SD = 19.55), and greater levels of IU (M =
72.45, SD = 19.20). Spiritual wellbeing also assessed for religious wellbeing (RWBS) and
existential wellbeing (EWBS). On average, participants demonstrated a moderate sense of
religious wellbeing (M = 24.17, SD = 13.88) and moderate level of life satisfaction and purpose

(M = 24.46, SD = 8.29).

52



A Pearson r bivariate correlation analysis was conducted to test the relationship between
anxiety, IU, and spirituality in undergraduate college students (See Table 3). Anxiety and IU
were strongly positively correlated (» = .53, p <.001); as the level of anxiety increases, the level
of IU also increases. Spirituality and IU were found to have a weak positive correlation, (» = .34,
p <.001); As the spirituality increased, IU also increased. Anxiety and spirituality were found to
be weakly positively correlated, (» =.30, p <.001), in which as the level of anxiety increased,
spirituality also increased.

Additional Pearson r bivariate correlations were conducted to assess the relationship
between IU, anxiety, and the subscales of the SWBS (EWBS and RWBS) (See Table 3). Anxiety
and EWBS was found to have a weak positive relationship (» =.33, p <.001). IU and EWBS was
found to have a moderate positive relationship (» = .45, p <.001). Anxiety and RWBS was found
to have a weak positive relationship (» = .22, p =.007). IU and RWBS was found to have a weak

positive relationship (r = .22, p =.009).

Table 3
Bivariate Correlation Results
Variable r
1. 2. 3. 3a. 3b.
1. Anxiety _ S53%* 30%** J33%* 22%
2. 1U S53%* _ 34%* A45%* 22%
3. Spirituality 30%* 34 _ 80%* 93%*
a. EWBS 33%* A5%* 80** _ S53%*
b. RWBS 22% 22% 93%* S53%* _

Note: *p < .01;** p <.001
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Research Question 2 (RQ2): Does spirituality moderate the relationship between anxiety and
1U in undergraduate college students?

Multiple linear regression analyses were conducted to test whether spirituality moderates
the relationship between IU and anxiety (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009) (Model 1; See Table 4).
The independent variable was IU, the dependent variable was anxiety, and the moderator
variable was spirituality. First, a regression analysis was conducted to assess the contribution of
IU and spirituality on anxiety. The results indicated that only IU significantly predicted anxiety
(B=0.489,b=0.318,p>.001). However, there was a trending effect of spirituality (p = .09).
Overall, this model explained 30% variance in anxiety (R? =.299).

Next, a second regression analysis was conducted to assess the moderating effect of
spirituality on the association between IU and anxiety (Model 2; See Table 4). There was no
significant moderating effect of spirituality (F(3,143) = 20.00, p = 0.63, R? Change=-001). Again,
IU remained as the sole significant predictor of anxiety (B =0.412, b = .268, p =.02). The
marginal effect of spirituality on anxiety became nonsignificant (p = .98). Overall, this model
again explained 30% variance in anxiety (R? = .30). Additional analyses using the subscales of
the SWBS were conducted to better understand the non-significant result of spirituality. These
additional analyses also showed no significant moderating effect for either the EWBS (p =0.14)

and the RWBS (p =0.12).

Table 4
Regression Coefficients
Predictor Model 1 Model 2
B b p B b P
Iy 0.489 0.318 <.001 0.412 268 022
Spirituality 0.128 0.82 .090 0.008 .005 976
INT IUxS 0.167 .001 .633

Note: Model 2 assesses the moderating effect of spirituality
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Chapter 4
Discussion

The present study explored the relationship between intolerance of uncertainty (IU),
anxiety, and spirituality within undergraduate college students, specifically assessing for a
moderating effect of spirituality on IU and anxiety. Two research questions guided the current
study: 1) What is the relationship between anxiety, U, and spirituality in undergraduate college
students? and 2) Does spirituality moderate the relationship between anxiety and IU in
undergraduate college students? Undergraduate participants of the study completed the
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS; Freeston et al., 1994; Buhr & Dugas, 2002), the Beck
Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al., 1988b), the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS; Paloutzian
& Ellison, 1982; Ellison, 1983) and a demographics questionnaire (See Appendices B-E). A
bivariate correlation and linear multiple regression were conducted to examine the data collected
and answer the guiding questions. This section discusses the implications of the results from
these statistical analyses.
Discussion of Findings
Relationship between Anxiety, IU, and Spirituality

On average, participants demonstrated a moderate sense of spiritual wellbeing with both
a moderate sense of religious wellbeing and life satisfaction and purpose, greater levels of U,
and severe levels of anxiety. These results are reflective of past research on the same variables
within this population that show that college students may struggle with IU (Browning et al.,
2021; Varghese & Delariate, 2021), are negatively impacted by anxiety (ACHA, 2023), and may
have a sense of spiritual wellbeing (Betts et al., 2023). Additionally, most participants identified

being a member of a religion, predominately that of a Christian denomination, which is reflective
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of the religious make-up of the United States and the American South (Pew Research Center,
2014). Overall, these results show that most students within this study had expected struggles
with anxiety and IU and have a relatively more positive sense of spiritual wellbeing.

Correlational analyses indicated weak to moderate significant (p <.001) relationships
between U and anxiety (» = .53), IU and spirituality, (» = .34), and anxiety and spirituality (» =
.30). The significant positive relationship found in this study between IU and anxiety aligns with
previous studies (Dugas, 1997; Qui et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020; Shihata et
al., 2017), indicating that more anxiety is associated with greater IU. These results provide
additional support to the research that has established a positive relationship between IU and
anxiety, such as the connection between IU and internalizing disorders and symptoms, like
anxiety (McEvoy & Mahoney, 2012; Shihata et al., 2017). However, unlike the present study,
past research has found significant negative relationships between spirituality/religious coping
and IU (Howell et al., 2019; Rosmarin et al., 2011), where higher levels of spirituality indicate
less IU, and negative relationships between spirituality and anxiety, where spirituality and
religious coping act as protective factors against anxiety (Achour et al., 2021; Kadiroglu et al.,
2021). Therefore, the positive relationships between IU and spirituality, and anxiety and
spirituality do not align with the expected results established within the literature.

There are possible explanations for these findings. Spirituality was operationalized as
spiritual wellbeing, which encompasses religious and existential wellbeing (Paloutzian &
Ellison, 1982; Ellison, 1983). Religious wellbeing pertains to the degree of a relationship one has
with God, and existential wellbeing concerns one’s general sense of purpose and satisfaction
with life. Spirituality was further identified as a value held within or outside of membership to a

religious organization, as spirituality is often integrated into religion, but membership to such is
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not required to uphold spiritual values (Schnell, 2012). These concepts were purposefully kept
open-ended to allow for a more broad and inclusive understanding of such within undergraduate
college students. This approach is particularly important when researching undergraduates who
are navigating the developmental tasks of emerging adulthood, like identity exploration and
formation (spiritual identity included) (Arnett, 2000; Arnett, 2015). Thus, the results of the study
must be understood within the framework of an individual developing a new personal
worldview, one that is continuously shifting and reconstructing with each exposure to new
considerations. This process may result in the developmental realignment of values that could
change the role and degree of importance each holds for an individual. Such a change may
require a reevaluation of how each impact one’s wellbeing and where adaptations are needed to
better fit this stage of life. It is within this shift and other related factors of spirituality that the
study’s unexpected results may be better understood.

Spiritual matters, including purpose in life, the meaning of life, and overall destiny, can
never be known with absolute certainty. Unexpected events may shift one’s life at any moment,
even while on the most established of courses. As such, one must be able to withstand this
uncertainty and hold absolute trust that whomever or whatever they believe in is in control and
won’t lead them astray. However, though one may identify as upholding certain beliefs and
practices of spirituality, anxiety and related uncertainty may remain. This may be connected to
the type of attachment one has to a divine being, such as God, where a more secure attachment
decreases mental health concerns, but a more anxious or avoidant attachment increases them
(Bowlby, 1969; Fergus & Rowatt, 2014; Henderson & Kent, 2022; Raj & Sim, 2022; Upenieks
et al., 2024). Consider the participants of the present study, most of whom identified with a

religion and moderate religious and existential wellbeing, yet still reported greater degrees of U
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and anxiety. Spirituality, therefore, may be an identified source of strength, but the way one
relates to such may not be in a manner that is beneficial (e.g. poor attachment style), nor may it
be appropriately utilized and integrated into how one copes. Thus, one may have both a strong
sense of spirituality but also struggle to combat negative emotions.

Where spirituality can be a positive coping strategy for college students (Ekwonye et al.,
2020), these results demonstrate that this may not always be effective in combatting feelings of
anxiety and uncertainty. It is possible that college students may not understand how to properly
utilize and integrate spiritual coping skills into their newly reconfigured worldview, or their
relation to such has changed (Arnett, 2015; Exline et al., 2022). For instance, a highly anxious
college student may assess their own spiritual wellbeing as being satisfactory and may turn to
matters of spirituality to cope with uncertainty and anxiety over the future, yet still struggle with
these negative thoughts and emotions. Additionally, students may experience struggles with their
identity and relationship with spirituality or religion that may contribute to a change in their
spiritual identity, along with a difference in degree of engagement (Exline et al., 2022). Thus,
their previous practices may no longer hold the same value or meaning as they once had before
and may need to be adjusted to better suit their present phase of life.

Other matters of religiosity, such as views of the afterlife (e.g. Heaven vs. Hell), and
one’s status of salvation (e.g. placement into Heaven or Hell), may also contribute to these
results. Where the study explored spirituality specifically, it is also important to conceptualize
the results within the context of religious matters as most participants identified with a religion.
Concerns over these factors of religion relate to the concept of scrupulosity, which is often
understood as a subtype of OCD, in which one has obsessions and compulsions connected to

religious/moral matters, like the commitment of sins (Abramowitz et al., 2002). For instance, one
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may feel compelled to pray a specific number of times in a day to reduce the possibility of harm
from sinning. This may promote feelings of anxiety and uncertainty, where the more
theologically involved an individual may be, the more worry over their future and the outcome of
their life as a believer they may experience (Abramowitz et al., 2002; Fergus & Rowatt, 2015).
This can also be connected to a more insecure attachment style with their deity, in which a more
anxious attachment increases scrupulosity (Fergus & Rowatt, 2014). Thus, students may
continuously worry about their lifestyle and if such is in accordance with their religious
teachings and negatively impacts their chances of a positive afterlife experience. In turn, the
individual may actively try to adhere to the religious practices that decrease the possibility of
negative outcomes in the afterlife, yet still experience anxiety and uncertainty over whether it is
enough.
Moderation Impact on Anxiety of Spirituality

Linear regression analyses were conducted to assess the moderating effects of spirituality
on anxiety. The results of such found IU to be the sole significant predictor on anxiety in both
models, and spirituality was not found to have a moderating effect on anxiety and IU. These
results align with past research on the general uncertainty that emerging adults experience, which
may contribute to their anxiety over the unknowns of their future, and more generally highlights
the importance of IU in implications of resulting anxiety (Dugas, 1997; Qui et al., 2020;
Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020; Shihata et al., 2017). However, the finding that spirituality
does not moderate the relationship between anxiety and [U does not align with previous research
(Achour et al., 2021; Howell et al., 2019; Kadiroglu et al., 2021; Rosmarin et al., 2011). The
explanation for such may be similar to that previously discussed in connection to the unexpected

directionality of the significant correlations found between the variables. These include the
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consideration for the impact of developmental needs in emerging adulthood, changes in spiritual
identity and worldview, and the potential for matters connected to scrupulosity, such as sin.
Thus, where spirituality can be a positive source of coping for college students (Ekwonye et al.,
2020), it may also require unique considerations in the integration of such into one’s identity and
the ways it may fail to be as effective.
Summary

The results showed a significant relationship between anxiety, U, and spirituality within
undergraduate students in the US, including negative relationships between IU and spirituality,
and anxiety and spirituality. Various reasons, including the development of spiritual or religious
identity and the unique characteristics of emerging adulthood may explain these results.
Regardless, these results contribute to the literature on the individual constructs of IU, anxiety,
and spirituality, and further contribute to the literature on the relationships between these
constructs. As the participants were undergraduate college students, the results also contribute to
research on their unique experiences, as well as developmental literature on emerging adulthood.
Additionally, as IU was found to be the sole predictor on anxiety, it further elevates the
significance of IU broadly and its impact on the collegiate demographic. Lastly, the present study
contributes to the paucity of research regarding the relationship between spirituality, IU, and
anxiety generally, as well as within college students. These findings can be applied to the field of
counseling with implications for both counseling clinicians and counselor educators.
Implications

The study found significant relationships between spirituality, IU, and anxiety within
college undergraduate students with unexpected, but important results concerning the

directionality of these relationships. As such, these correlations provide valuable insight into the
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developmental needs of emerging adults, specifically undergraduate college students, regarding
coping, spiritual identity, and its impact on anxiety and uncertainty. Additionally, the findings
demonstrate the overall importance of IU on anxiety generally, which should continue to be a
consideration for counselors. Thus, this study provides implications for counseling practitioners
and educators.
Important Ethical Considerations

It must first be noted that the clinical incorporation of spirituality into a counseling
session should be guided by the client and only brought into treatment with the client’s consent.
Counselors have an ethical obligation not to impose personal beliefs onto the client and to work
within the client’s worldview, including spiritual or religious beliefs (ACA, 2014). Further,
clients might not adhere to any spiritual beliefs or identity (Pew Research Center, 2014). Thus,
broaching and utilizing such in counseling sessions must be adjusted to the client’s beliefs and
only incorporated if the client wishes for such.
Counseling Practice

The study provides unique clinical implications when working with undergraduates. First,
the findings demonstrate the importance of counselors having a general understanding of the
developmental needs of their clients, and how it relates to their presenting concerns. For
undergraduate college students, these considerations include that of identity exploration and
formation, which are typical of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000; 2015; Exline et al., 2022). As
emerging adults, undergraduates experience shifts within their personal worldviews that may
include changes in spiritual or religious beliefs or practices (Arnett, 2015). These shifts may
relate to spirituality being a less effective source of strength in combatting anxiety and

uncertainty, as was found within the study. This may require further exploration of the different
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components of spirituality that could increase these feelings (e.g. scrupulosity) (Abramowitz et
al., 2002; Fergus & Rowatt, 2015). Additionally, the results showed that IU significantly
predicted anxiety within undergraduates. This relates to other developmental concerns over the
degree of uncertainty experienced by emerging adults over the unknown of their developing
futures. These shifts in identity and increased uncertainty over the future are contingent with
emerging adulthood and should, thus, be explored, processed, and normalized within the
counseling session with special considerations for how it may be causing the client anxiety or
uncertainty.

Counselors should also be aware of the potential variance in values that may result from
the client’s identity exploration and may be connected to a change in the effectiveness of
previously utilized coping strategies (Arnett, 2015). Clients may need to reassess their personal
values within the context of their present selves, understanding what their values now are and
ranking the degree of importance each holds in their personal life. This may also include an
assessment of disconnect from one’s spiritual community or a search for a new one, which
counselors can offer local resources on for increased involvement. These explorations could
provide the client with valuable insight into both them and their personal sources of strength.
These newly better understood values can demonstrate ways that can help the client better cope
with anxiety and uncertainty. The therapist can, thus, teach and provide resources on different
coping skills that better align with the client’s values and might be more effective in reducing
feelings of distress.

Counselor Education
The findings of the study also offer valuable insights for counselor educators. These

include increasing student knowledge on IU and the developmental needs of emerging adults,
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along with enhancing counseling competencies in spirituality. The results demonstrate the role of
IU within the context of anxiety and spirituality. Given these results and the general
transdiagnostic traits of IU (Shapiro et al., 2020; Shihata et al., 2017), it is critical that counselor
educators integrate lessons on IU into their curriculum for counselors-in-training. In doing so,
this knowledge offers counselors-in-training additional knowledge to apply to case
conceptualizations and treatment plans, especially with college undergraduate clients who face
several uncertainties (Reis et al., 2021). Additionally, the findings promote the importance of
knowing about the unique developmental needs of emerging adults, specifically college
undergraduates, in relation to IU, anxiety, and spirituality (Arnett 2000; 2015). It is important,
therefore, for counselors-in-training to know of emerging adulthood as a distinct stage of
development and the factors related to it.

Lastly, counselor educators are tasked with informing counseling students about religious
beliefs and spirituality (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational
Programs [CACREP], 2015). Counselor educators should explore more with their students about
broaching spirituality within the counseling session. Per the results, these topics could be
relevant to a client’s presenting concerns and to their coping strategies. Where it is not necessary
for therapists to become theological experts in all spiritual practices, they do have an ethical
responsibility to have a basic knowledge on such matters (ACA, 2014). The discussion of this
topic should include how to improve client’s spiritual wellbeing, how this may apply to college
undergraduates, and how such can be fostered in therapy. In having these discussions, counselor
educators help to enhance their student’s ethical counseling competencies (ACA, 2014), their
multicultural and social justice competencies (Ratts et al., 2016), and their spiritual and religious

competencies (ASERVIC, 2009; Robertson & Young, 2011).
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Limitations

Where the findings of the study provide helpful insight into the relationship between U,
anxiety, and spirituality within college undergraduates, some limitations are present. First, due to
the demographic structure of the participants (mostly White, female, Christian), the
generalizability of the results is limited, and not representative of all identities within the
population. Second, the study employed a non-experimental quantitative design that utilized self-
report measures, rather than being assessed by a clinically trained professional. Participants may
have a limited knowledge on these matters and give their answers in ways that would be different
from a professional. Also, participants may be biased in their answers, which may have been
given in a more socially desirable manner than was fully accurate. Lastly, the study
conceptualized anxiety and spirituality in a specific way. The BAI (Beck et al., 1988b)
conceptualizes anxiety as a more clinical, pathologized form of anxiety within the context of 21
common symptoms of anxiety. Yet, the participants were not selected from a clinical population,
though it is possible some participants may have disordered anxiety. Thus, the BAI (Beck et al.,
1988b) may not be reflective of their experiences with anxiety. The same applies to the measure
selected for spirituality, the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS, Ellison, 1983; Paloutzian &
Ellison, 1982). Again, this is only one measurement of spirituality, and one that phrased the
religious-based questions in accordance to consideration of ‘God’. The scale’s conceptualization
of spirituality may not have aligned with the views of the participants and may have influenced
the way they answered the measure. Regardless of these limitations, the findings of the study
offer valuable insight for counselors and counselor educators regarding the presenting concerns

of college undergraduates, anxiety, IU, and spirituality.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Future research is still needed to further explore the relationship between IU, anxiety, and
spirituality within college undergraduates. First, the study should be replicated to increase the
validity of the results. Next, the present study demonstrates the unique developmental needs of
undergraduates pertaining to anxiety, [U, and spirituality. Therefore, the findings should be
explored within the groups not represented within the sample, such as other spiritual or religious
groups, racial/ethnic identities, and other regions of the US, to increase the generalizability of the
results. For instance, Ayten and Karagoz (2021) found significant connections between
religiosity, forgiveness, religious coping, and generalized anxiety within Turkish Muslim college
students. Additionally, future research should consider the implications that the time of the year
in which the data is collected may have on the findings. For instance, anxiety and uncertainty
may be increased during the week of final exams but may be decreased during times of semester
breaks. Thus, the present study should be replicated within the context of a more diverse range of
identities to broaden the applicability of the findings and to consider the unique needs of these
groups, especially in comparison to others. This would be beneficial to counselors and counselor
educators, providing an increased insight into the factor contributing to a client’s presenting
concerns, and address a flaw within research on wellness that often focuses predominately on
Judeo-Christian belief systems (Ayten & Karagoz, 2021).

Additionally, future research should consider utilizing different research designs to
address the same research questions, and to explore the unexpected findings within this study.
Where the present study employed a non-experimental, quantitative design, a qualitative research
design may offer a more in-depth exploration of these constructs. For instance, a qualitative

design provides an opportunity for participants to provide a personal definition of spirituality,
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describe the role it plays in their life, how this has changed during their collegiate careers, and
the effectiveness of utilizing such to address anxiety and uncertainty. These may also be
explored through quantitative designs; however, the use of pre-designed measures may limit the
chance to understand a more personalized perspective from the participants on these matters.
Additionally, as uncertainty was significantly found to be related to anxiety, future qualitative
research could explore the specific sources of uncertainty experienced by undergraduates and
how this may contribute to their anxiety and spirituality.

Further, per the unexpected directionality of the significant correlations between
spirituality and IU and spirituality and anxiety, additional research is needed to better understand
this outcome. Several possible explanations were explored within the discussion of the results.
As such, these factors need to be explored in future research, either quantitatively or
qualitatively. One possible explanation considered the development of spiritual identity within
college undergraduates, which is consistent with the developmental concerns of emerging adults
(Arnett 2000; 2015). A longitudinal study, for instance, may provide insight into how one’s
spiritual identity changes during their college career and how one utilizes such to cope with
uncertainties and anxiety. Additionally, it is possible that specific elements of spirituality, such
as attachment to the divine, may contribute to the effectiveness of spirituality in decreasing
mental health concerns (Bowlby, 1969; Fergus & Rowatt, 2014; Henderson & Kent, 2022; Raj &
Sim, 2022; Upenieks et al., 2024). This may also be connected to the developmental changes in
spiritual identity that occur during this time, as how one is attached to the divine may contribute
to their relationship to spirituality broadly. Future research could utilize measures such as the
Attachment to God Scale (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002) to explore this specific element of

spirituality and its role in mediating anxiety and IU. Therefore, future research is needed to
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explore different characteristics of spirituality within the context of IU, anxiety, and college
students to better understand this relationship and generate counseling interventions to help.

Lastly, anxiety and spirituality were conceptualized within the present study through
specifically selected measures. These constructs, however, should be considered within the
context of other operational measurements of anxiety, like state and trait anxiety (STAI;
Spielberger et al., 1983), and spirituality, like the Spirituality Assessment Scale (SAS; Howden,
1992). Thus, future research should replicate the present study utilizing different measures of the
same variables to offer validity to the results and more nuanced ways to understand the
relationship between such. Additionally, the present study did not explore anxiety within a
clinical population. It may be valuable to explore such within college undergraduates diagnosed
with an anxiety disorder, and who receive treatment for such; these results could also be
compared to those without diagnoses or who do not receive treatment for a deeper exploration.
Conclusion

The present study offers insight into anxiety, intolerance of uncertainty (IU), and
spirituality among college undergraduates. The study did not find spirituality to moderate the
relationship between IU and anxiety; IU, however, remained a significant predictor of anxiety in
both linear regression models, demonstrating its significance within this population.
Additionally, the study found significant relationships between anxiety and IU, anxiety and
spirituality, and spirituality and IU. The relationship between anxiety and spirituality, and
spirituality and IU was unexpected due to the negative directionality of the correlation. These
unexpected results offer valuable insight into the developmental needs of college undergraduates
as it relates to the development of their spiritual identity and personal values. Additionally, this

exploration of identity and shift in values may contribute to the effectiveness of spirituality as a
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source of coping against anxiety and uncertainty. As such, these findings are important for both
counseling practitioners and counseling educators, as it offers nuanced implications for the

presenting concerns of college undergraduates.
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Chapter 5: Manuscript
An Examination of Intolerance of Uncertainty, Anxiety, and Spirituality in College
Undergraduates
Introduction

Much of life is unknown and unpredictable (del Valle et al., 2022). The inability to fully
predict the future may cause individuals distress (Carleton, 2016). Such distress over the
ambiguity and unpredictability of the future refers to an intolerance of uncertainty (IU) (Bauer et
al., 2019; Shapiro et al., 2020). One group with unique sources of distress and uncertainty are
undergraduate college students (Reis et al., 2021). Most undergraduate college students are
between the ages of 18-22 and within the stage of emerging adulthood, a stage marked by
increased independence and identity exploration (Arnett, 2000; Dattilo et al., 2022). These new
freedoms increase feelings of stress and uncertainty. Additionally, college is the first step
towards the student’s entire adult future. As such, they may experience uncertainty over the
outcome of this future, especially within the context of their careers and relationships, which
may also increase anxiety.

Anxiety, or concern over future threat, is one reaction individuals may have to IU
(Majali, 2020; McEvoy & Mahoney, 2012). Some anxiety is considered protective, as it causes a
person to be apprehensive of real, potential, sources of danger (Majali, 2020). However, anxiety
may become a hinderance when the amount of anxiety is disproportionate to the possible threat
posed by an event. Coping, or an individual’s attempts to work within a system that has limited
resources to meet one’s needs, may be used to reduce feelings of anxiety (Guo & Shen, 2021).

Having more adaptive coping abilities may moderate feelings of IU and anxiety (AlHardi, 2021).
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Religious coping, for instance, is an example of adaptive coping used to reduce anxiety and IU
(Howell et al., 2019; Achour et al., 2021). Within religion, one may identify matters related to
spirituality, or one’s individualized understanding of purpose and meaning in life (Burney et al.,
2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). However, such beliefs do not have to be connected to a religion.
Further, spirituality is an adaptive coping mechanism used to decrease anxiety and IU (Rosmarin
etal., 2011; Ramos et al., 2014). It is a protective factor during times of uncertainty as one aims
to regain a sense of control by placing such within a higher being (Howell et al., 2019).

Where past research has explored the relationship between IU and spirituality, and IU and
anxiety (Ramos et al., 2014; Howell et al., 2019), a paucity remains within the research
concerning the relationship between all three factors, especially within college undergraduates
and within the context of counseling. Therefore, it is the aim of this study to further explore the
relationship between IU, spirituality, and anxiety within the undergraduate college student
population. Specifically, the current study posits that spirituality will moderate the relationship
between U and anxiety, in which spirituality decreases IU and anxiety in those with greater
levels of spirituality. Implications from the study of provided for counseling practices and
counselor educators.

Literature Review
Emerging Adulthood

Emerging adulthood refers to the stage of development during the ages of 18 to 25 that is
characterized by a continuation of the identity exploration that began in adolescence with an
increased level of independence (Arnett, 2000). During this time, one sets the foundation of their
adulthood. It is a period of personal growth and change where one begins to experience what it

means to be an adult in society, but with guidance and protection from those with more
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knowledge, wisdom, and experience (Arnett, 2000). College attendance may occur during this
phase of development and offers a unique setting for identity development as one meets peers
from more diverse backgrounds. Learning about others allows one to better explore and
understand themselves within their own culture and their broader world community, which
further aids in the formation of a personal worldview.

However, attending a university can be a change in one’s life that may be met with
uncertainty as one struggles to navigate the unpredictability of the outcomes of that change
(Arbona et al., 2021). Change can come in many forms, ranging from personal changes to major
political changes. Personal changes for college students may include a shift in residency, sense of
belonging within a new space, and concerns over future financial prospects and changes in the
economy (Arnett, 2000; Roberts & David, 2020; Spitzer et al., 2022; U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2024). Political changes can also impact feelings of uncertainty in college students, as
politics take on new meaning due to their new role in society (Arnett, 2000). Examples of such
may include war, like the Russo-Ukranian War (Brumfiel, 2022; Hisato et al., 2023; Kurapov et
al., 2023; Polovko & Glotov, 2023; Sytnykova et al., 2023), and major legislative changes can
impact college students like the decision of Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) in
Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) to overturn Roe V. Wade (1973) and
Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992) (Judge et al., 2017). These uncertainties may also be met
with a degree of intolerance that could further cause distress.

Intolerance of Uncertainty

Uncertainty refers to “a subjective negative state characterized by the presence of

negative emotions experienced in response to unpredictable conditions and the feeling that there

is not enough information to cope with them” (del Valle et al., 2022, p. 2). Within uncertainty, is
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a fear of the unknown (FOTU), which refers to "an individual's propensity to experience fear
caused by the perceived absence of information on any level of consciousness or point of
processing" (Carleton, 2016; p. 31). Additionally, that which is unknown pertains to the
perception of an “absence of information™ or, rather, not having all the details necessary to be
certain about the future (Carleton, 2016; p. 31). Having some degree of uncertainty and fear over
the unknown is expected, as nothing can be predicted with complete certainty, but it can also
become intense and distressful (Carleton, 2016; Carleton, 2016a; del-Valle et al., 2022).

FOTU may be manifested through intolerance of uncertainty (IU), or the fear of the
uncertainty and ambiguity of the future (Bauer et al., 2019; Shapiro et al., 2020). The mundane
events of life encompass a degree of uncertainty and struggles with these uncertainties can lead
to IU and distress (Shapiro et al., 2020). In non-clinical populations, IU may increase worry,
frustration, anger, rage, helplessness, guilt, sadness, and grief (Freeston et al., 2020; Shapiro et
al., 2020). Clinically, IU is considered a transdiagnostic maintaining trait associated with various
internalizing disorders, including generalized anxiety, post-traumatic stress, obsessive-
compulsive, panic and panic attacks, social anxiety, and depression (Shihata et al., 2017; Shapiro
et al., 2020). Of the mental health disorders experienced by adults in the US, the highest
prevalence rates are that of anxiety disorders at 19.1% (48 million people) (National Alliance on
Mental Illness [NAMI], 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, IU was found to predict
psychological distress in Indian college students, demonstrating its connection within this
population (Varghese & Delariate, 2021). Therefore, due to the prevalence rates of anxiety
disorders and its connection to IU, it is important to consider the implications of such on one’s
mental health, especially within college undergraduates.

Anxiety
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Anxiety pertains to concerns over future threats of danger and can act as a protective
factor against such (Majali, 2020). A small amount of anxiety can be healthy, protective, and
motivating. Excessive anxiety, however, can cause increased distress and become more
pathologized (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022). One group to experience unique
sources of stress and anxiety are emerging adults (Reis et al., 2021). College students may be
especially impacted due to the additional stress of navigating rigorous academic expectations of
a higher education. The National College Health Assessment III (ACHA, 2023), which consisted
of 78,000 college students (71.4% undergraduate students), found anxiety (34%) and stress
(40.2%) to be amongst the top five concerns to have the greatest impact on academic
performance. The report also assessed prevalence rates of diagnosed mental health conditions
with most students reporting an anxiety disorder diagnosis (35.8%). Thus, the stress that students
experience within college uniquely impacts mental health and may increase levels of clinical
anxiety.

Anxiety is also significantly related to IU in that IU perpetuates and maintains symptoms
of worry and anxiety, both clinically and non-clinically (Dugas et al., 1997; Qui et al., 2020,
Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020). IU has been found to be connected to anxiety within the
context of difficulties making career-based decisions, which may be significant to college
students considering their vocational futures (Arbona et al., 2021). Addressing aspects of U in
treatment have led to clinically significant decreases in GAD scores and worry, demonstrating
the connection between these variables (Chigwedere & Moran, 2022). Further, one who
struggles with anxiety, worry, and uncertainty must learn to adaptively cope with these feelings.

Having more adaptive coping abilities can moderate negative emotions like anxiety and

IU (AlHadi, 2021). Based off of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), Guo and Shen (2021) define
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coping as “the cognitive and behavioral efforts made by an individual to control the imbalance
when external or internal demands exceed the resources available to the individual” (p.5).
Coping strategies can be problem-focused, emotion-focused, or dysfunctional (Garcia et al.,
2018). Examples of more adaptive forms of coping include using emotional support, humor,
acceptance, positive reframing, and religion (Carver, 1997). Religious coping (e.g. prayer) has
been found to be effective in reducing anxiety (Achour et al., 2021). It has also been found to
significantly reduce anxiety related to IU (Howell et al., 2019). Spirituality is related to religious
coping in that an individual may hold spiritual beliefs outside of or within the context of an
organized religion (Burney et al., 2017; Hill & Pargament, 2008). It has also been found to
decrease feelings of anxiety (Ano & Vasconcelles, 2005; Ramos et al., 2014). It can also be an
adaptive form of coping with uncertainty, allowing one to regain a sense of control by placing
the control within another (Howell et al., 2019). Thus, it may also mediate the relationship
between anxiety and IU and be a possible source of coping for those struggling with such.
Spirituality

Religion can be considered a more formal, fixed, and institutionalized belief system,
whereas spirituality pertains to a broader idea of beliefs that is more individual, experiential, less
formal, and subjective (Williams-Smith & McMillian, 2022; Burney et al., 2017; Hill &
Pargament, 2008). However, one can also be spiritual and religious, finding an aspect of
spirituality within their religiosity (Schnell, 2012). Burney et al. (2017) define spirituality as,
“the process of seeking personal authenticity, genuineness, wholeness as well as developing a
greater connectedness to self and others through relationships and community; refers to deriving
meaning, purpose, and direction in life” (p.1481). In the current study, spirituality refers to the

personalized construct centered around the search for and understanding of one's purpose and
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life’s meaning in whatever way an individual defines that may or may not include religion or
religious identity.

Spirituality has been found to have a significant and positive relationship with
psychological wellbeing (Burney et al., 2017). Portnoff and colleagues (2017) found that
spirituality significantly decreased depression and suicidal ideation, and that spirituality acted as
a strong protective factor across various spiritual traditions. Incorporating spirituality into mental
health treatment (i.e., Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; CBT) has significantly decreased GAD
symptoms (Ramos et al., 2014). Spirituality may also be connected to IU, helping decrease
feelings of distress by placing worries over the future within the control of another (Howell et al.,
2019). Spirituality allows one to perceive unknown or uncertain future events as being within the
control of the higher power or some other control factor specific to their belief system (Howell et
al., 2019). In this sense, an individual is viewing the uncertainty and ambiguity of the future as
truly out of their own control and being fully within that of another. Therefore, one can find
strength from spirituality to help cope with IU.

In college students, spirituality was found to be a positive coping skill against the
academic stressors associated with college (Ekwonye et al., 2020; Betts et al., 2023). For a new
student entering the new environment of their college, their spiritual/religious identity can serve
as a protective factor against the stressors of adjusting to college, such as belonging, by
providing one access to a familiar community (Betts et al., 2023). Further, spirituality is an
important aspect of the identity exploration found within emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2015;
Ekwonye et al., 2020). For college students, spirituality can serve as a source of meaning,
purpose, and strength in coping with struggles and stress (Ekwonye et al., 2020; Betts et al.,

2023). Therefore, spirituality, held either within or outside of religion, may serve as a protective
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factor against the anxiety and the uncertainties of the future. It is important for counselors and
counselor educators to consider the implications that anxiety, IU, and spirituality may have in
assisting college students in navigating the demands of college.
Summary: IU, Anxiety, Spirituality, and College Students

Research has shown connections between IU, religiosity, and internalizing
symptomology in different populations but has not yet explored the relationship between IU,
spirituality, and anxiety in college undergraduates, specifically with consideration for mental
health professionals, such as counselors (Bardeen & Michel, 2017; Howell et al., 2019;
Rosmarin et al., 2011). Counselors have an ethical obligation to be multiculturally competent and
able to understand and incorporate the worldviews of their clients into therapy, including their
spiritual beliefs (American Counseling Association [ACA], 2014; Association for Spiritual,
Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling [ASERVIC]; Ratts et al., 2016; Robertson &
Young, 2011). Therefore, it is important to study how counselors can use their client’s
spirituality to combat IU, a critical transdiagnostic trait in developing and maintaining
internalizing disorders. Further, despite research showing that college students need mental
health services, many do not receive the treatment they deserve (Brown, 2020). Therefore, the
current study aimed to explore the relationship between spirituality, anxiety, and IU within the
undergraduate college population while considering the implications of the results within the
context of the counseling profession.
Purpose

The purpose of the present study is to explore the relationship between intolerance of

uncertainty (IU), anxiety, and spirituality within undergraduate college students, specifically
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assessing for a moderating effect of spirituality on IU and anxiety. The research questions for the
current study include:
1. What is the relationship between anxiety, IU, and spirituality in undergraduate college
students?
2. Does spirituality moderate the relationship between anxiety and IU in undergraduate
college students?
Method

After receiving Institutional Review (IRB) board approval, data was collected
anonymously using convenience and snowball sampling through a Qualtrics survey that was
distributed to instructors within the College of Education at the university who taught
undergraduate courses. The Qualtrics survey was also uploaded onto SONA, a data collection
software that allows undergraduate students to participate in research surveys for course credit,
which was 0.5 credits for the present study. Data collected by participants through SONA were
collected confidentially, as personal information of participation was recorded in order to grant
credit. Only the primary researcher was able to access such information, however, information
was still anonymously gathered through Qualtrics. After giving consent, participants completed
three surveys, including one on IU (Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale; Buhr & Dugas, 2002;
Freeston et al., 1994), anxiety (Beck Anxiety Inventory; Beck et al., 1988), and spirituality
(Spiritual Wellbeing Scale; Ellison, 1983; Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982), as well as a demographic
questionnaire. For participants who accessed the survey through SONA, the primary researcher
granted them participation credit through the SONA platform upon notification of participation.

Participants
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In total, 169 college undergraduate students participated in the study. Only participants
who answered 80% of the questions were included; 25 participants were removed due to
incompletion, resulting in a final total of 144 participants (see Table 1). Two participants did not
disclose any information on the demographic questionnaire, and one participant did not report
their year in school but answered the other questions. The age range of participants was 18-23
(M=19.73, SD = 1.35). Most participants identified as female (70.1%) with 27.8% identifying as
Male, 0.7% identifying as Non-binary/third gender, 0% preferring not to say, and 0% identifying
as Other. Concerning racial identity, 0% identified as American Indian/Indigenous
Group/Alaska Native, 2.1% identified as Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander, 6.3% identified
as Black/African American, 0.7% identified as Hispanic/Latino/Latina, identified as Middle
Eastern/Arab, 87.5% identified as White/Caucasian, 1.4% identified as Multiracial/Biracial, and
0.7% identified as Other. Regarding year in college, 31.9% of participants were 1%
Year/Freshman, 23.6% of participants were 2"¢Year/Sophomore, 18.1% of participants were
3"Year/Junior, 21.5% of participants were 4™Year/Senior, and 2.8% of participants were Fifth
year or above. In summary, participants were on average 19.73 years of age, and predominantly
identified as female, White/Caucasian and being a 1% year/Freshman in college.

If participants identified with a religion, they were asked to answer through a write-in
format. Out of 142 of the participants who completed the demographics questionnaire, 116
identified with a specific religion. Most participants who identified with a religion identified
themselves as Christian (n=115); one participant identified as Hindu. Answers ranged from a
specific denomination of Christianity to a more general ‘Christian’ or ‘Christianity’ response;
thus, 89 participants answered either ‘Christian’ or ‘Christianity’ without including a specific

denomination. Of the remaining 33 participants who identified with Christianity, the specific
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Christian denominations reported included Catholicism/Catholic/Roman Catholic (n=12), Baptist
(n=4), Nondenominational Christian (n=4), Methodist (n=3), and Episcopal (n=1); two
participants reported being ‘Protestant Christian’.
Instruments

Intolerance of Uncertainty was measured using the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale
(IUS; Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Freeston et al., 1994). The scale was originally created in French
(Freeston et al., 1994) and later translated into English (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). The 27-item self-
report measurement assesses feelings towards uncertainty, ambiguity, and the unknowns of the
future. Examples of items include, “It’s unfair not having any guarantees in life”. Items are
scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Not at all characteristic of me”) to 5 (“Entirely
characteristic of me”) with scores ranging from 27 to 135; higher scores indicate higher levels of
IU. The English-version of the IUS has been found to have strong psychometric validity and
reliability, including strong internal consistency (a =.94), and good five-week test-retest
reliability (» = 0.74) (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). The reliability findings of the present study were
consistent with past research (o = 0.95).

Anxiety was measured using the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al., 1988). The
BAl is a 21-item self-report measure that assesses common symptoms of anxiety, like numbness.
Items are scored on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (“Not at all”’) to 3 (“Severely — I could
barely stand it”), with higher scores indicating greater severity of anxiety. Scores range from 0-
63 and are interpreted according to four levels of anxiety: minimal anxiety (0-7), mild anxiety (8-
15), moderate anxiety (16-25) and severe anxiety (26-63). The BAI has been found to have good
internal consistency (a0 =.92) and one week test-retest reliability (» = 0.75) (Beck et al., 1988).

Additionally, the BAI was found to have good psychometric properties within a non-clinical,
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undergraduate population (Creamer et al., 1995). The BAI has also been found to have good
convergent validity with other measures of anxiety, including the Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale
(r=0.51), the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (» = 0.47-0.58), the anxiety portion of the Symptom
Checklist-90 (» = 0.81), and good divergent validity from measures of depression like the
Hamilton Depression Inventory (r = .25) (Fydrich et al., 1992; Julian, 2011). The reliability
findings of the present study were consistent with past research (oo = 0.93) (see Table 2).
Spirituality was measured using the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS; Ellison, 1983;
Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982). The SWBS is a 20-item self-report measure that assesses perceived
spiritual wellbeing and consists of two subscales: Religious Wellbeing (RWBS; relationship to,
satisfaction with, and connection to God) and Existential Wellbeing (EWBS; life satisfaction and
purpose). The RWBS score is calculated using the odd numbered items with scores ranging from
10-60 on three levels: sense of unsatisfactory relationship with God (10-20), moderate sense of
religious wellbeing (21-49), and positive view of one’s relationship with God (50-60). Even
numbered items are utilized to compute the EWBS score with scores ranging from 10-60 on
three levels: low satisfaction with one’s life and possible lack of clarity about one’s purpose in
life (10-20), moderate level of life satisfaction and purpose (21-49), and high level of life
satisfaction with one’s life and a clear sense of purpose (50-20). All items are utilized to compute
the overall spiritual wellbeing score. Items are scored on a 6-point Likert scale with scores
ranging from 1 (Strongly Agree) to 6 (Strongly Disagree). Scores range from 20-120 with higher
scores indicating greater spiritual wellbeing and are interpreted according to 3 levels of
perceived wellbeing: a sense of low (20-40), moderate (41- 99), and high (100-120) sense of
spiritual wellbeing. The SWBS has been normed against undergraduate college students of

varying spiritual identities with strong psychometric properties (Paloutzian & Ellison, 2021). The
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test-retest reliability across four studies with 1-10 weeks between tests showed coefficients of
.96, .99, .96, .88 (RWBY), .86, .98, .98, .73 (EWBS), and .93, .99, .99, .82 (SWBS).
Additionally, high internal consistency was found across seven samples with coefficients ranging
from .82-.94 (RWBS), .78-.86 (EWBS) and .89-.94 (SWBS) (Bufford et al., 1991; Paloutzian,
2021). Regarding validity, all three scales have been shown to positively correlate with positive
self-concept, sense of purpose in life, physical health, and emotional adjustment, as well as
negatively correlate with ill health, emotional maladjustment, and lack of purpose in life
(Bufford et al., 1991; Paloutzian, 2021). The reliability findings of the present study were
consistent with past research for the SWBS (a = 0.94), and the RWBS (a0 = 0.97) and EWBS (a
= (0.88) subscales.
Demographic Questionnaire

Participants also completed a researcher-created demographic questionnaire that collected
information on age, race/ethnicity, gender, year in college, and religious identification.
Data Analyses

To test the research questions, a simple moderation analysis, which included Pearson’s
correlation and a linear regression, were conducted (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009). The
independent variables included IU and spirituality, the moderator variable was spirituality, and
the dependent variable was anxiety. Descriptive statistics were also conducted and reported.

Results

On average, participants demonstrated severe levels of anxiety (M = 39.69, SD = 12.47),
a moderate sense of spiritual wellbeing (M = 48.63, SD = 19.55), and greater levels of [lU (M =
72.45, SD = 19.20). Spiritual wellbeing also assessed for religious wellbeing (RWBS) and

existential wellbeing (EWBS). On average, participants demonstrated a moderate sense of
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religious wellbeing (M = 24.17, SD = 13.88) and moderate level of life satisfaction and purpose
(M =24.46, SD = 8.29).

A Pearson r bivariate correlation analysis was conducted to test the relationship between
anxiety, IU, and spirituality in undergraduate college students (See Table 2). Anxiety and IU
were strongly positively correlated (» = .53, p <.001); as the level of anxiety increases, the level
of IU also increases. Spirituality and IU were found to have a weak positive correlation, (» = .34,
p <.001); As the spirituality increased, IU also increased. Anxiety and spirituality were found to
be weakly positively correlated, (» =.30, p <.001), in which as the level of anxiety increased,
spirituality also increased. Additional Pearson 7 bivariate correlations were conducted to assess
the relationship between IU, anxiety, and the subscales of the SWBS (EWBS and RWBS) (See
Table 2). Anxiety and EWBS was found to have a weak positive relationship (» =.33, p <.001).
IU and EWBS was found to have a moderate positive relationship (= .45, p <.001). Anxiety and
RWBS was found to have a weak positive relationship (» = .22, p =.007). [lU and RWBS was
found to have a weak positive relationship (= .22, p =.009).

Multiple linear regression analyses were conducted to test whether spirituality moderates
the relationship between IU and anxiety (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009) (Model 1; See Table 3).
The independent variable was IU, the dependent variable was anxiety, and the moderator
variable was spirituality. First, a regression analysis was conducted to assess the contribution of
IU and spirituality on anxiety. The results indicated that only IU significantly predicted anxiety
(B=0.489,b=0.318,p>.001). However, there was a trending effect of spirituality (p = .09).
Overall, this model explained 30% variance in anxiety (R* =.299). Next, a second regression
analysis was conducted to assess the moderating effect of spirituality on the association between

IU and anxiety (Model 2; See Table 3). There was no significant moderating effect of spirituality
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(F(3,143) = 20.00, p = 0.63, R? change=-001). Again, IU remained as the sole significant predictor
of anxiety (B=0.412, b = .268, p = .02). The marginal effect of spirituality on anxiety became
nonsignificant (p = .98). Overall, this model again explained 30% variance in anxiety (R* = .30).
Additional analyses using the subscales of the SWBS were conducted to better understand the
non-significant result of spirituality. These additional analyses also showed no significant
moderating effect for either the EWBS (p =0.14) or the RWBS (p = 0.12).
Discussion

On average, participants demonstrated a moderate sense of spiritual wellbeing with both
a moderate sense of religious wellbeing and life satisfaction and purpose, greater levels of U,
and severe levels of anxiety. Correlational analyses indicated weak to strong significant (p
<.001) relationships between IU and anxiety (» = .53), IU and spirituality, (» = .34), and anxiety
and spirituality (» = .30). The significant positive relationship found in this study between IU and
anxiety aligns with previous studies (Dugas, 1997; Qui et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al.,
2020; Shihata et al., 2017), indicating that more anxiety is associated with greater IU. These
results provide additional support to the research that has established a positive relationship
between U and anxiety, such as the connection between IU and internalizing disorders and
symptoms, like anxiety (McEvoy & Mahoney, 2012; Shihata et al., 2017). However, unlike the
present study, past research has found significant negative relationships between
spirituality/religious coping and IU (Howell et al., 2019; Rosmarin et al., 2011), and negative
relationships between spirituality and anxiety (Achour et al., 2021; Kadiroglu et al., 2021).
Additionally, the results of the linear regression analyses found IU to be the sole significant
predictor on anxiety in both models; spirituality was not found to have a moderating effect on

anxiety and IU. These results align with past research on the general uncertainty that emerging
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adults experience, which may contribute to their anxiety over the unknowns of their future, and
more generally highlights the importance of IU in implications of resulting anxiety (Dugas,
1997; Qui et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020; Satici et al., 2020; Shihata et al., 2017). However, the
finding that spirituality does not moderate the relationship between anxiety and IU does not align
with previous research (Achour et al., 2021; Howell et al., 2019; Kadiroglu et al., 2021;
Rosmarin et al., 2011).

To better understand these results, it is important to frame such within the context of the
developmental tasks of emerging adulthood, like identity exploration and formation (spiritual
identity included) (Arnett, 2000; 2015). This framework includes that of an individual
developing a new personal worldview, one that is continuously shifting and reconstructing with
each exposure to new considerations. Students may, thus, experience struggles with their identity
and relationship with spirituality or religion that may contribute to a change in their spiritual
identity, along with a difference in degree of engagement (Exline et al., 2022). Their previous
practices may no longer hold the same value or meaning as they once had before and may need
to be adjusted to better suit their present phase of life. College students may not understand how
to properly utilize and integrate spiritual coping skills into their newly reconfigured worldview,
or their relation to such has changed (Arnett, 2015; Exline et al., 2022). Consider the participants
of the present study, most of whom identified with a religion and moderate religious and
existential wellbeing, yet still reported greater degrees of IU and anxiety. This may be connected
to the type of attachment one has to a divine being, such as God, where a more secure attachment
decreases mental health concerns, but a more anxious or avoidant attachment increases them
(Bowlby, 1969; Fergus & Rowatt, 2014; Henderson & Kent, 2022; Raj & Sim, 2022; Upenieks

et al., 2024). Spirituality, therefore, may be an identified source of strength, but the way one
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relates to such may not be in a manner that is beneficial (e.g. poor attachment style), nor may it
be appropriately utilized and integrated into how one copes.

Other matters of religiosity, such as views of the afterlife (e.g. Heaven vs. Hell), and
one’s status of salvation (e.g. placement into Heaven or Hell), may also contribute to these
results. Where the study explored spirituality specifically, it is also important to conceptualize
the results within the context of religious matters as most participants identified with a religion.
Concerns over these factors of religion relate to the concept of scrupulosity, which is often
understood as a subtype of OCD, in which one has obsessions and compulsions connected to
religious/moral matters, like the commitment of sins (Abramowitz et al., 2002). For instance, one
may feel compelled to pray a specific number of times in a day in order to reduce the possibility
of harm from sinning. This may promote feelings of anxiety and uncertainty, where the more
theologically involved an individual may be, the more worry over their future and the outcome of
their life as a believer they may experience (Abramowitz et al., 2002; Fergus & Rowatt, 2015).
Thus, students may continuously worry about their lifestyle and if such is in accordance with
their religious teachings and negatively impacts their chances of a positive afterlife experience.
In turn, the individual may actively try to adhere to the religious practices that decrease the
possibility of negative outcomes in the afterlife, yet still experience anxiety and uncertainty over
whether it is enough.

Implications for Counseling Practitioners
The study found significant relationships between spirituality, IU, and anxiety within
college undergraduate students with unexpected, but important, results concerning the
directionality of these relationships. As such, these correlations provide valuable insight into the

developmental needs of emerging adults, specifically undergraduate college students, regarding
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coping, spiritual identity, and its impact on anxiety and uncertainty. Additionally, the findings
demonstrate the overall importance of IU on anxiety generally, which should continue to be a
consideration for counselors. This study provides implications for counseling practitioners and
educators.
Important Ethical Considerations

It must first be noted that the clinical incorporation of spirituality into a counseling
session should be guided by the client and only brought into treatment with the client’s consent.
Counselors have an ethical obligation not to impose personal beliefs onto the client and to work
within the client’s worldview, including spiritual or religious beliefs (ACA, 2014). Further,
clients might not adhere to any spiritual beliefs or identity (Pew Research Center, 2014). Thus,
broaching and utilizing such in counseling sessions must be adjusted to the client’s beliefs and
only incorporated if the client wishes for such.
Counseling Practice

The study provides unique clinical implications when working with undergraduates. First,
the findings demonstrate the importance of counselors having a general understanding of the
developmental needs of their clients, and how it relates to their presenting concerns. As emerging
adults, undergraduates experience shifts within their personal worldviews that may include
changes in spiritual or religious beliefs or practices (Arnett, 2015). These shifts may relate to
spirituality being a less effective source of strength in combatting anxiety and uncertainty, as was
found within the study. Additionally, the results showed that IU significantly predicted anxiety
within undergraduates. This relates to other developmental concerns over the degree of
uncertainty experienced by emerging adults over the unknown of their developing futures. These

shifts in identity and increased uncertainty over the future are contingent with emerging
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adulthood and should, thus, be explored, processed, and normalized within the counseling
session with special considerations for how it may be causing the client anxiety or uncertainty.

Counselors should also be aware of the potential variance in values that may result from
the client’s identity exploration and may be connected to a change in the effectiveness of
previously utilized coping strategies (Arnett, 2015). Clients may need to reassess their personal
values within the context of their present selves, understanding what their values now are and
ranking the degree of importance each holds in their personal life. This may also include an
assessment of disconnect from one’s spiritual community or a search for a new one, which
counselors can offer local resources on for increased involvement. These explorations could
provide the client with valuable insight into both themselves and their personal sources of
strength. These newly better understood values can demonstrate ways that can help the client
better cope with anxiety and uncertainty. The therapist can, thus, teach and provide resources on
different coping skills that better align with the client’s values and might be more effective in
reducing feelings of distress.

Implications for Counselor Educators

The findings of the study also offer valuable insights for counselor educators. These
include increasing student knowledge on IU and the developmental needs of emerging adults,
along with enhancing counseling competencies in spirituality. The results demonstrate the role of
IU within the context of anxiety and spirituality. Given these results and the general
transdiagnostic traits of IU (Shapiro et al., 2020; Shihata et al., 2017), it is critical that counselor
educators integrate lessons on IU into their curriculum for counselors-in-training. In doing so,
this knowledge offers counselors-in-training additional knowledge to apply to case

conceptualizations and treatment plans, especially with college undergraduate clients who face
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several uncertainties (Reis et al., 2021). Additionally, the findings promote the importance of
knowing about the unique developmental needs of emerging adults, specifically college
undergraduates, in relation to IU, anxiety, and spirituality (Arnett 2000; 2015). It is important,
therefore, for counselors-in-training to know of emerging adulthood as a distinct stage of
development and the factors related to it.

Lastly, counselor educators are tasked with informing counseling students about religious
beliefs and spirituality (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational
Programs [CACREP], 2015). Counselor educators should explore more with their students about
broaching spirituality within the counseling session. Per the results, these topics could be
relevant to a client’s presenting concerns and to their coping strategies. Where it is not necessary
for therapists to become theological experts in all spiritual practices, they do have an ethical
responsibility to have a basic knowledge on such matters (ACA, 2014). The discussion of this
topic should include how to improve client’s spiritual wellbeing, how this may apply to college
undergraduates, and how such can be fostered in therapy. In having these discussions, counselor
educators help to enhance their student’s ethical counseling competencies (ACA, 2014), their
multicultural and social justice competencies (Ratts et al., 2016), and their spiritual and religious
competencies (ASERVIC, 2009; Robertson & Young, 2011).

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Where the findings of the study provide helpful insight into the relationship between 1U,
anxiety, and spirituality within college undergraduates, some limitations are present. First, due to
the demographic structure of the participants (mostly White, female, Christian), the
generalizability of the results is limited, and not representative of all identities within the

population. Future research should explore the study within the groups not represented within the
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sample to increase the generalizability of the results. Additionally, future research should
consider the implications that the time of the year in which the data is collected may have on the
findings. For instance, anxiety and uncertainty may be increased during the week of final exams,
but may be decreased during times of semester breaks. Secondly, the study employed a non-
experimental quantitative design that utilized self-report measures, rather than being assessed by
a clinically trained professional. Thus, future research should consider utilizing different research
designs to address the same research questions, and to explore the unexpected findings within
this study. For instance, a qualitative design provides an opportunity for participants to provide a
personal definition of spirituality, describe the role it plays in their life, how this has changed
during their collegiate careers, and the effectiveness of utilizing such to address anxiety and
uncertainty.

Lastly, the study conceptualized anxiety and spirituality in a specific way. The BAI
(Beck et al., 1988b) conceptualizes anxiety as a more clinical, pathologized form of anxiety
within the context of 21 common symptoms of anxiety. Yet, the participants were not selected
from a clinical population, though it is possible some participants may have disordered anxiety.
Thus, the BAI (Beck et al., 1988b) may not be reflective of their experiences with anxiety. The
same applies to the measure selected for spirituality, the Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS,
Ellison, 1983; Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982). Again, this is only one measurement of spirituality,
and one that phrased the religious-based questions in accordance to consideration of ‘God’.
Other measures of anxiety, like state and trait anxiety (STAI; Spielberger et al., 1983), and
spirituality, like the Spirituality Assessment Scale (SAS; Howden, 1992), should be considered

for future research.
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Future research should also replicate the present study to further validate the results and
offer more nuanced ways to understand the relationship between such. Future research could also
explore anxiety within a clinical population. Further, per the unexpected directionality of the
significant correlations between spirituality and [U and spirituality and anxiety, additional
research is needed to better understand this outcome. Several possible explanations were
explored within the discussion of the results. As such, these factors need to be explored in future
research, either quantitatively or qualitatively.

Conclusion

The present study offers insight into anxiety, intolerance of uncertainty (IU), and
spirituality among college undergraduates. The study did not find spirituality to moderate the
relationship between IU and anxiety; IU, however, remained a significant predictor of anxiety in
both linear regression models, demonstrating its significance within this population.
Additionally, the study found significant relationships between anxiety and IU, anxiety and
spirituality, and spirituality and IU. The relationship between anxiety and spirituality, and
spirituality and IU was unexpected due to the negative directionality of the correlation. These
unexpected results offer valuable insight into the developmental needs of college undergraduates
as it relates to the development of their spiritual identity and personal values. Additionally, this
exploration of identity and shift in values may contribute to the effectiveness of spirituality as a
source of coping against anxiety and uncertainty. As such, these findings are important for both
counseling practitioners and counseling educators, as it offers nuanced implications for the

presenting concerns of college undergraduates.
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Table 1

Tables

Demographic Information

Demographic Identity N Percentage
Gender Male 40 27.8%
(n=142) Female 101 70.1%

Non-binary/Third 1 0.7%
Prefer Not to Say 0 0%
Other 0 0%
Race/Ethnicity ~ American Indian/Indigenous Group/Alaska 0 0%
(n=142) Native 3 2.1%
Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander 9 6.3%
Black/African American 1 0.7%
Hispanic/Latino/Latina 0 0%
White/Caucasian 126 87.5%
Middle Eastern/Arab 2 1.4%
Multiracial/Biracial 1 0.7%
Other
Year in College  Ist Year/Freshman 46 31.9%
(n=141) 2ndY ear/Sophomore 34 23.6%
3rdYear/Junior 26 18.1%
4th Year/Senior 31 21.5%
5th Year or Above 4 2.8%
Religious Yes 116 80.6%
Identity No 26 18.3%
Table 2
Bivariate Correlation Results
Variable r
1. 2. 3. 3a. 3b.
4. Anxiety B S53%* 30%** J33%* 22%
5. IU 53k _ 34%* A45%* 22%
6. Spirituality 30%** 34 B B0** 93 %
2. EWBS J33%* A45%* .80** _ S3%*
b. RWBS 22% 22% 93%* S53%* B

Note: *p <.01; **p <.001

Table 3

Regression Coefficients
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Predictor Model 1 Model 2
B b p B b p
18] 0.489 0.318 <.001 0.412 268 .022
Spirituality 0.128 0.82 .090 0.008 .005 976
INT IUXS 0.167 .001 .633

Note: Model 2 assesses the moderating effect of spirituality
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Appendices

Appendix A — Information Letter and Email Invitation

AUBURN

UNIVERSITY
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION

DEPARTMENT OF

SPECIAL EDUCATION, REHABILITATION, AND COUNSELING

Information Letter

for a Research Study entitled

“An Examination of Intolerance of Uncertainty, Anxiety, and Spirituality in College Students”

You are invited to participate in a research study to examine the relationship between intolerance of uncertainty,
anxiety and spirituality within undergraduate college students. The study is being conducted by Madeline LaPolla
(Doctoral Candidate) under the direction of Dr. Heather Delgado (Assistant Professor) in the Auburn University
Department of Education. You were selected as a possible participant because you are in a currently enrolled in a
college program, are in a College of Education course, and are at least 18 years of age.

What will be involved if you participate? If you decide to participate in this research study, you will be asked to
answer a series of questions regarding uncertainty about the future, anxiety, and spirituality within a Qualtrics survey.

Your total time commitment will be approximately 30 minutes.

Are there any risks or discomforts? Participants are not expected to experience any discomfort outside of what is

expected in discussing potentially emotionally charged topics.

Are there any benefits to yourself or others? If you participate in this study, you can expect to contribute to research
surrounding protective factors against anxiety experienced by uncertainty of the future. If you access this study
through SONA, you will receive 0.5 credits for participation. We cannot promise you that you will receive any or all of

the benefits described.

Are there any costs? There are no financial costs to participants.

If you change your mind about participating, you can withdraw at any time during the study. Your participation is
completely voluntary. Your decision about whether to participate or to stop participating will not jeopardize your
future relations with Auburn University, the Department of Education, or your grade in your course.

The Auburn University Institutional
Review Board has approved this
Document for use from

10/08/2023 to__ ------=--=---

Protocol # ___23-118 EX 2302
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Your privacy will be protected. Any information obtained in connection with this study will be collected
anonymously. Information obtained through your participation may be published in a professional journal or
presented at a professional meeting.

If you have questions about this study, please ask them now or contact Madeline LaPolla at mzI0113@auburn.edu or
Dr. Heather Delgado at hnm0030@auburn.edu. A copy of this document will be given to you upon request to keep.

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Auburn University Office of
Research Compliance or the Institutional Review Board by phone (334)-844-5966 or e-mail at |IRBadmin@auburn.edu
or |IRBChair@auburn.edu.

HAVING READ THE INFORMATION PROVIDED, YOU MUST DECIDE IF YOU WANT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT. IF YOU
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE, CLICK “YES” AND THE DATA YOU PROVIDE WILL SERVE AS YOUR AGREEMENT TO DO SO. A COPY OF THIS
LETTER CAN BE PROVIDED UPON REQUEST.

The Auburn University Institutional
Review Board has approved this
Document for use from
10/08/2023 _to___---=-=-=-----

Protocol # ___23-118 EX 2302

VERSION DATE (date document created: 9/13/2023)

123



Uz |

AUBUR

UNIVERSITY
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION

DEPARTMENT OF
SPECIAL EDUCATION, REHABILITATION, AND COUNSELING

E-MAIL INVITATION FOR ON-LINE SURVEY
Dear Participant,

| am a doctoral candidate in the Department of Special Education, Rehabilitation, and Counseling at Auburn
University. |, along with my faculty principal investigator, Dr. Heather Delgado, would like to invite you to
participate in my research study, An Examination of Intolerance of Uncertainty, Anxiety, and Spirituality in
College Students, to examine the relationship between uncertainty about the future, anxiety, and spirituality in
college students. You may participate if you are in a College of Education course, are between at least 18
years of age, and are actively enrolled in an undergraduate college program within the US.

Participants will be asked to answer a series of questions on Qualtrics that will take approximately 30 minutes.
The risks from the study are no greater than those ordinarily experienced in the daily lives of the general
population. As compensation for participating in the study, you will receive 0.5 SONA credit if you are taking
the study on SONA. Participation in a study on SONA does require identifying information. However, individual
answers to a SONA study are unknown within the system. If you change your mind about participating, you
can withdraw at any time during the study. Your participation is completely voluntary. If you choose to
withdraw, your data can be withdrawn as long as it is identifiable. Your decision about whether or not to
participate or to stop participating will not jeopardize your future relations with Auburn University, the
Department of Education or your grade in your course. All information is confidential, will be collected
anonymously through Qualtrics, and will be stored on a password-protected program on a password-protected
computer. There is no compensation, no cost, and no benefits with the exception of SONA credit, if applicable.

If you would like to know more information about this study, an information letter can be obtained by sending
me an e-mail.

If you decide to participate after reading the letter, you can access the survey from a link in the letter. If you
have any questions, please contact me at mzl0113@auburn.edu or my advisor, Dr. Heather Delgado, at
hnm0030@auburn.edu.

Thank you for your consideration,

Madeline LaPolla, MEd, ALC, NCC

Auburn University

Counselor Education Doctoral Candidate

War eagle!

The Auburn University Institutional
Review Board has approved this
Document for use from

10/08/2023 to__ ------=z-=---- Page 9
Protocol # ___23-118 EX 2302
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Appendix B

Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS; Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Freeston et al., 1994)

IUS

IUS

You will find below a series of statements which describe how people may react to the uncertainties of life.
Please use the scale below to describe to what extent each item is characteristic of you. Please circle a number
(1 to 5) that describes you best.

Not at all Somewhat Entirely
characteristic characteristic characteristic
of me of me of me
1. Uncertainty stops me from
having a firm opinion. ........... e ) SRR 2o e X [SRR——' S - R
2. Being uncertain means that a
person is disorganized. ................. Laisssuasiamsssinsaia D isiiasn sussinenns . T~ 5 SO
3. Uncertainty makes life
INEOIETADIE,. .ciicsusscsssisssssonsness urssessans | —— Zsssusisens sspasssnss < JRRA—— L E— 1 —
4. It's unfair not having any
guarantees in life. ........ccceceies v Lssssassenasssssiin D issuiniss snsissvn Bl csussnisinsussassed S — Sissssisanses
5. My mind can't be relaxed if I
don't know what will happen
TOMOITOW:  ssssssussssusssususssasnasss sssssssss Licossissssomosninuss D ssvessvassi sinsesasis Bissssussosmsusnneni A sssssiissvmusnn L C—
6. Uncertainty makes me uneasy,
anxious, or stressed.  ......cccoes creeienes R, By, [ B i Stresessssens
7. Unforeseen events upset me
ey, .cscssinssassassmnsssuis s | [ — Dsusssisaie susssiass < — . B S JR—
8. It frustrates me not having all
the information I need. .......... .......... By, K TR Ao s 5. T——
9. Uncertainty keeps me from
livingafull ife. ..o s | [ D insasens ssususnss Biiisasusssgsunscunad 4. isiossiogsisenss b TP—
10. One should always look ahead
SO as to avoid SUrprises. ............... | SR v . SR L . ER—
11. A small unforeseen event can
spoil everything, even with the
best of planning. .......cccccceveins veveruene | 2 sessssnsss sssaanesss < JH— 7. — Siissessasess
12. When it's time to act,
uncertainty paralyses me. ............... Lisisissisaminnn D cissision sasvsiven K SR A coissivi s Sissirenss
13. Being uncertain means that I am
NOCETSEIAte. icossusnssssosuessnussssss, sessossars | R — Ly — B icsnnsssssnsninssassd . SRR L
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.
27.

Not at all Somewhat Entirely

characteristic characteristic characteristic
of me of me of me

When I am uncertain, I can't go
SORWARA.  uscouscsussonsussssnsnsssasnsasrsasassios L osscsssssnnssssisns b R —— B icuesssauso wessssssd Bicsviinsssinsnsvns . A
When I am uncertain I can't
function very well. ......ccccevetvvennene Lsciscsions swinsiion D e cereiaven Bcsicuiiine sseesved L S S e
Unlike me, others always seem
to know where they are going
with their lives. ..o v | By, ¢ J—" R, S
Uncertainty makes me
vulnerable, unhappy, or sad. ............ | P Dicssussavessineniin £ Asssinioins o
I always want to know what the
future has in store for me. ................ L ssssussssessansasss L N . RR—— A coscsssinssson Bivisusvsnass
I can't stand being taken by
SUTPEISE:  siscssosisssissssvussissssssississsssinon L oscnsescss wansussss D isissssssacsusisni B cisicssusns ssvssiassd . o JEE—
The smallest doubt can stop me
from acting. ...occoiiiiiniiiiins e | 2t e K TR L o
I should be able to organize
everything in advance. ..........occeee Lacissussnns causisans Dicnssssasassvasiasn Biciassive sasiasana et S
Being uncertain means that I
1ack CONfIdENICE.  .coscvsssusssssansnossnssases | F—— Disssssissysrsasausss B iussanasan ssassssad . T i —
I think it's unfair that other
people seem sure about their
fOMIre:  coosassmsassmmssaie smess L soammesnscnnnas D vz % [ . R o S——
Uncertainty keeps me from
sleeping soundly. ......ccceiiies v | SR 2 e B L S
I must get away from all
uncertain sSituations. ........coetceveinnne | Py 2 P R S {, R A i o
The ambiguities in life stress m.......... | K — by S ——  JRRR—— B iocississs sssoais o S
I can't stand being undecided
about my future. ......cccoveies v | SRR 2 e K JORRORR L S S

Origianl French Version: Freeston, M.H., Rhéaume, J., Letarte, H., Dugas, MJ., & Ladouceur, R. (1994): Why do people worry?
Personality and Individual Differences, 17(6), 791-802.

English Version: Buhr, K., Dugas, M. J. (2002). The intolerance of uncertainty scale: psychometric properties of the English version.
Behavior Research and Therapy, 40, 931-945.
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Appendix C
Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAIL; Beck, et al., 1988)

Funding from the researcher’s department was utilized to obtain the measure. More information
regarding the BAI can be found at Pearson Assessments’ website:
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/store/usassessments/en/Store/Professional-
Assessments/Personality-%26-Biopsychosocial/Beck-Anxiety-Inventory/p/100000251.html
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Appendix D
Spiritual Wellbeing Scale (SWBS; Ellison, 1983; Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982)

SWB Scale

For each of the following statements circle the choice that best indicates the extent of your
agreement or disagreement as it describes your personal experience:

SA = Strongly Agree D = Disagree
MA = Moderately Agree MD = Moderately Disagree
A = Agree SD = Strongly Disagree
1. Idon't find much satisfaction in private prayer with God. SA MA A D MD SD
2. Idon't know who I am, where I came from, or where I'm SA MA A D MD SD
going.
3. I believe that God loves me and cares about me. SA MA A D MD SD
4. 1 feel that life is a positive experience. SA MA A D MD SD
5. I believe that God is impersonal and not interested in my SA MA A D MD SD
daily situations.
6. I feel unsettled about my future. SA MA A D MD SD
7. I have a personally meaningful relationship with God. SA MA A D MD SD
8. I feel very fulfilled and satisfied with life. SA MA A D MD SD
9. Idon't get much personal strength and support from my God SA MA D MD SD
10. I feel a sense of well-being about the direction my life is SA MA D MD SD
headed in.
11. I believe that God is concerned about my problems. SA MA A D MD SD
12. Idon't enjoy much about life. SA MA A D MD SD
13. Idon't have a personally satisfying relationship with God. SA MA A D MD SD
14. 1 feel good about my future. SA MA A D MD SD
15. My relationship with God helps me not to feel lonely. SA MA A D MD SD
16. I feel that life is full of conflict and unhappiness. SA MA A D MD SD
17. 1 feel most fulfilled when I'm in close communion with God. SA MA A D MD SD
18. Life doesn't have much meaning. SA MA A D MD SD
19. My relation with God contributes to my sense of well-being. SA MA A D MD SD
20. I believe there is some real purpose for my life. SA MA A D MD SD

Note: SWB Scale © 1982 by Craig W. Ellison and Raymond F. Paloutzian. All rights reserved. Effective January 1, 2022, the onginal Spinitual
\Vell -Being Scale in English (SWBS; Palouman & Ellison, 1982; Ellison, 1983) and any of its translations (see Paloutzian et al , 2021, for
and d

of 10 may be used at no cost, so long as the copy right byline appears on all copies whelher paper,
electronic, or other, and so long as standard proper citations and credits are given in any p orp of the h done with
the SWBS. They can be accessed at https://www. psychology/ray p P l-wellbeing-scale.
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Appendix E
Demographic Questions

What is your age in years?

What is your race/ ethnicity?

__American Indian/ Indigenous Group/ Alaska Native
___Asian/ Asian American/ Pacific Islander

__Black/ African American

___Hispanic/ Latino/ Latina

__Middle Eastern/ Arab

__ White/ Caucasian

__ Multiracial/ Biracial

Other (please indicate: )

What is your gender?

__Male

__ Female

__ Non-binary/third gender

___ Prefer not to say

Other (please indicate: )

What year are you in college?
_ 1%Y/freshman
_2"Ysophomore
_3%Junior

_ 4%/Senior

__Fifth or above

Do you identify with a religion? If so, please identify.

__Yes (Fill-in box)
__ No
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Appendix F
Recruitment Flyer

R
) ®

O
2 INTOLERANCE OF

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship
between Intolerance of Uncertainty, Anxiety, and
Spirituality within undergraduate college students. If
you wish to participate, please scan the QR code on

the flyer. This study can also be accessed through
SONA for 0.5 credit.

Participants must be currently enrolled in an undergraduate college program in
the US and at least 18 years of age to participate o

o

Participants will not experience harm or discomfort greater than what is encountered in

daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological exams or tests. ‘ .
There will be no direct benefit to participating and no costs. Participants on SONA will

receive 0.5 credits and there is no compensation for non-SONA participants. ‘

Your participation is completely voluntary. Your decision about whether to participate or to
stop participating will not jeopardize your future relations with Auburn University, the
Department of Education, or your grade in your course. Additionally, closing your browser
will also end participation.

This study is being conducted by the Madeline LaPolla in the Department of ‘
Special Education, Rehabilitation, and Counseling.

Please contact Madeline LaPolla at mzl0113@auburn.edu or Dr. Heather Delgado
athnm0030@auburn.edu for more information.

The Auburn University Institutional
Review Board has approved this
Document for use from
10/08/2023 1o --—-me-em—

Protocol # ___23-118 EX 2302

Q
OCAN EXAMINATION OF

UNCERTAINTY,
ANXIETY & SPIRITUALITY

A
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