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Research about the psychology of prayer has expanded in recent decades. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach offers a detailed account, explaining scientific methods in plain language. The book’s style is accessible for both casual readers and those studying religion academically. The book has been acclaimed[footnoteRef:1] for bringing together for the first time disparate pieces of psychological research, and for evaluating their individual qualities.  [1:  J. Hauer, ‘Book Review: Bernard Spilka and Kevin L. Ladd, ‘The Psychology of Prayer: A Scientific Approach’ Journal of Unification Studies, 14, 2013 pp 183-193.  
N. Lambert, ‘PSYCHOLOGY OF PRAYER: A SCIENTIFIC APPROACH. By Bernard Spilka and Kevin L. Ladd. New York: Guildford Press’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol 52(3), 2013 pp 655-656.
] 

Chapter 1 introduces some key terms. ‘Scientific approach’ refers to the gathering of empirical data in order to test theories and evaluate outcomes[footnoteRef:2]. The term ‘prayer’ is also discussed, concluding prayer is a public or private ‘communication with the Divine’[footnoteRef:3]. Chapter 1 considers disagreements between scientific ideas, psychological perspectives and religious views. The remainder of the book shows that a meaningful dialogue can occur between them. The chapter concludes by considering the role of prayer in helping individuals reduce stress and gain control in their lives, which recurs as a theme later in the book, particularly as an indicator of the efficacy of prayer.   [2:  B. Spilka and K. Ladd The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach (London: The Guildford Press, 2013) p.9.]  [3:  Spilka and Ladd, p11.] 

The four psychological perspectives considered in the book are set out in Chapter 2: cognitive (study of the mental processing of information); motivational (study of behaviours and their causes); neuropsychological (study of brain function and mental processes) and social psychological (study of how social interactions influence thinking). The chapter explains each perspective, but ignores other perspectives that use scientific research, such as research into human development and prayer using attachment theory[footnoteRef:4] or some person-centred approaches[footnoteRef:5]. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach therefore offers an informative sample of some, but not all, psychological perspectives.  [4:  Chou, H., J. Esplin, and S. Ranquist, ‘Childhood attachment to parents and frequency of prayer during the college years’. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, Vol.16 (8), 2013, pp.863-875. 
Ellison, C., M. Bradshaw, K. Flannelly, and J. Galek ‘Prayer, Attachment to God, and Symptoms of Anxiety-Related Disorders among U.S. Adults’ Sociology of Religion, Vol.75 (2), 2014 pp.208-234.]  [5:  Good, M., T. Willoughby, and M. Busseri, ‘Stability and Change in Adolescent Spirituality/Religiosity: A Person-Centered Approach’ Developmental Psychology, Vol.47(2), 2011, pp.538-550.] 

Chapter 3 considers the so-called ‘multidimensional’ aspects of prayer, and their effects on methodologies. Prayer frequency does not indicate the role of prayer, and so is rejected as a useful research tool. Prayers have been variously categorised into typologies, or ‘prayer scales’ (such as intercession, petition, adoration, and others), causing methodological inconsistencies about the role of prayer between different pieces of research. In The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach the so-called ‘inward, outward and upward’ (‘I. O. U.’) scales, named after the direction of prayers, are proposed (for instance, the ‘upward’ prayer scale includes sacramental prayer and rest)[footnoteRef:6]. It perhaps remains to be seen whether emphasising one prayer scale in The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach adds to, or reduces, the methodological inconsistencies between future pieces of research.    [6:  Spilka and Ladd, p.53] 

The subsequent four chapters consider in more detail research about the roles of prayer, highlighting methodological strengths and weaknesses. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach assumes ‘the last word’ as no replies are included from the researchers whose work is affirmed or criticised. The inclusion of their responses would add to the debates in the subsequent chapters. 
Prayer in the context of human development through childhood, adolescence and adulthood is considered in Chapter 4. Deficits in the research, such as data sets not being comparable between projects, are noted. The absence of attachment theory weakens the analysis. The chapter concludes that some of the scientific research reliably describes the role of prayer at different life-stages, with the significance of prayer noted in the pre-adolescent years. The research outcomes for adults need further development. 
Research about prayer as a means of coping and adjusting to life changes, such as bereavement, external stressors or romantic relationships, are considered in Chapter 5. The research about romantic, marital and family relationships is particularly strong in its methodologies. Chapter 5 concludes that prayer is often a positive coping mechanism, helping people to adjust to new circumstances and reducing stress. 
In Chapter 6 research about prayer and its psychological impact on health is considered. The chapter concludes that prayer appears to help people better deal with physical health problems as well as emotional ones, but factors other than prayer (such as medical treatment) are also significant. Further research about the efficacy of prayer is recommended across a range of health care issues. 
Chapter 7 considers the efficacy of intercessory prayer (‘IP’). Research in this area faces particular methodological challenges since one person may be interceding for others remote from the intercessor, making outcomes difficult to quantify. So far, research has failed to show that IP is effective in changing peoples’ lives. 
The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach concludes that whilst some research helps to explain prayer as a wide spread human activity, much of the research is inconclusive, and methodological quality is inconsistent. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach proposes further research about all aspects of prayer with redesigned statistical methods and the application of some as yet little used theories, such as attribution theory[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Spilka and Ladd, P.175] 

Some observations can be made about The Psychology of Prayer’s ‘scientific approach’. 
1. The book considers non-Christian prayer, for instance: the efficacy of prayer by Muslims to address some health conditions[footnoteRef:8]; and ‘prayer nodules’ (skin lesions caused by the act of praying) afflicting Buddhists and Muslims[footnoteRef:9].  However, references to non-Christian religions are brief in comparison to Christian prayer. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach is perhaps typical of much in Western academia, for which ‘religion’ primarily means ‘Christian religion’[footnoteRef:10] and alternatives are not adequately considered. Research about non-Christian religions using the ‘scientific approach’ exists, for example research about Islam or about multiple religions[footnoteRef:11]. However, The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach does not apply its scientific methodology evenly, and so there is a bias towards Christian prayer.   [8:  Spilka and Ladd, p128 and p130.]  [9:  Spilka and Ladd, p136.]  [10:   T. Dixon, ‘Religion and science’ in The Routledge Companion to the Study of Religion (Second Edition), ed. by J. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2010) p513.]  [11: Bai, R., P. Ye, C. Zhu, W. Zhao, and J. Zhang, ‘Effect of Salat Prayer and Exercise on Cognitive Functioning of Hui Muslims Aged Sixty and Over’. Social Behavior and Personality, Vol.40 (10), 2012, pp.1739-1747.
Bremner, R., L. Sander and B. Bushman, "Pray for Those Who Mistreat You’: Effects of Prayer on Anger and Aggression’ Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol.37(6), 2011, pp.830-837.] 

2. The book does not acknowledge alternative methods to the ‘scientific approach’. For example, studies of literature may provide insight into the psychology of prayer[footnoteRef:12]. Qualitative observation of religious rituals may, for instance, identify new aspects of prayer, such as prayer to communicate with peers about land rites at a funeral[footnoteRef:13]. Qualitative interviews, for example, may be needed in order to better understand why petitionary prayer seeking financial support continues to be a coping mechanism, even though petitionary prayer has little efficacy in reducing poverty[footnoteRef:14]. Without acknowledging alternative approaches to research, and how they might complement the ‘scientific approach’, The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach has an informative, but limited, focus. [12:  Literature review used, for instance:
Hayati, A. ‘Positive Effects of Believing. Prayer and Spending in Charity on the Inner Peace of Believers’. Global Journal Al-Thaqafah, Vol.3 (2), 2013, pp.37-43.
Henry, H. ‘Spiritual Energy of Islamic Prayers as a Catalyst for Psychotherapy’ Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 54(2), 2015, pp.387-398.]  [13:  P. Metcalf, Where Are You/ Spirits Style and Theme in Berawan Prayer. Smithsonian Series in Ethnographic Enquiry (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1989)]  [14:  J. Baker ‘An Investigation of the Sociological Patterns of Prayer Frequency and Content’. Sociology of Religion, Vol.69 (2), 2008, pp.169-186.] 

3. The psychological experience of prayer has over many centuries been explored without the ‘scientific approach’, for instance in religious texts like the eloquent prose of the Cloud of Unknowing[footnoteRef:15]. The rigorous scientific approach offered by the Psychology of Prayer risks losing the essentially religious nature of prayer as an act of faith. The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach concludes that ‘theological underpinnings’ might inform hypotheses developed in future psychological research[footnoteRef:16]. However, this reference does not in the book restore prayer to being primarily an act of faith, rather than a scientifically validated psychological experience. [15:  D. McCann, ‘WORDS OF FIRE ANDFRUIT THE PSYCHOLOGY OF PRAYER WORDS IN THE CLOUD OF UNKNOWING’ Medium Aevum, Vol.84 (2), 2015, pp.213-231]  [16:  Spilka and Ladd, p180.] 

 
While these observations highlight areas for future work, The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach makes a valuable contribution to the psychology of religion. The book represents a step forward by: using a scientific approach to evaluate in one text many research results; commenting on the efficacy of prayer; and identifying areas where more psychological research is needed. 
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