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About the Mapping America Project 

The Mapping America Project of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute (MARRI) draws data from 
federal surveys to map the demographic behaviors of Americans based on their family structure, 
frequency of religious practice, and a combination of the two. The federal surveys used to graph these 
national behaviors include the General Social Survey, the Adolescent Health Survey, the National Survey 
of Children’s Health, the National Survey of Family Growth, and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.  
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Quality of Parent-Child Relationship 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  
  
The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  
  
The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s 
Health (2003) 

These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) in 
2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these 
children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age 
range represented a population of nearly 49 million young people nationwide. 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s 
Health (2003) 

 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s 
Health (2003) 

 



  

Quality of Parent-Child Relationship by Family Structure and Religious Practice 
 
Family Structure: The 2003 National Survey of Children’s Health shows that children who lived 
with both biological parents or two adoptive parents scored higher on the positive parental 
relationship scale (50.7) than children who lived within other family configurations (47.9), such 
as with their father only or foster parents.1 In between were those who lived with a biological 
parent and a stepparent (48.0) and those who lived with single mothers (49.7).2 
 
Religious Practice: Children who attended religious services at least weekly scored higher on 
the positive parental relationship scale (50.7) than children who never attended religious 
services (48.4). In between were children who worshipped one to three times a month (49.5) 
and children who attended religious services less than once a month (49.8).   
 
Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Children who worshipped frequently and 
lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents had a higher score (50.9) than 
those who worshipped less than monthly and lived in single-parent or reconstituted families 
(47.5). In between were those who lived in intact families and worshipped less than monthly 
(49.7) and those who lived in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (49.7). The 
data were taken from the National Survey of Children’s Health.  
 
The stress of marital conflict and separation, and the strains of maintaining a household and 
rearing children as a single parent, often interfere with the task of interacting with children in a 
calm, positive, yet firm and authoritative manner.3  
 
On the other hand, when parents and children are involved in a religious community, other 
members of the community and their children provide emotional support and practical 
assistance to the family and make it easier for parents to raise their children. Members of a 
religious community also reinforce the moral and spiritual lessons that parents try to impart to 
their children.4 
 
Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other sources corroborate the direction of these 
findings. John Bartkowski of Mississippi State University and W. Bradford Wilcox of Princeton 
University reported that single parents “are more likely to yell” at their children and that 
conservative Protestant parents are less likely to do so.5  
 

                                                 
1 “Other family configurations” also include children living with grandparent or other relatives. 
2 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
3 Paul R. Amato, “The Consequences of Divorce for Adults and Children,” vol. 62 (2000): 1,269-1,287. 
4 E. Mavis Hetherington and John Kelly, For Better or For Worse: Divorce Reconsidered (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 2002): 75-76.  
5 John P. Bartkowski and W. Bradford Wilcox, “Conservative Protestant Child Discipline: The Case of Parental 
Yelling,” Social Forces, vol. 79 (2000): 265-290. 



  

W. Jean Yeung of the University of Michigan and colleagues also found that fathers in intact 
families devote more time to their children and that most of the “social activity” time fathers 
spend with their children consists of religious activities.6 
 
As the data indicate, religious attendance, religiosity, and intact families are building blocks of 
healthy parent-child relationships. 
 
 
Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

 
Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 
Nicholas Zill is a research psychologist, former Vice President of Westat, and Founding President 
of Child Trends.                
 

                                                 
6 W. Jean Yeung, et al., “Children’s Time with Fathers in Intact Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family, vol. 63 
(2001): 136-154. 
 Marriage and Religion Research Institute                         MA 46-48, 164 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Cordell Asbenson 
www.marri.us                                                                    Christina Hadford  
 



 

 

 
 

Children’s Positive Social Development 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  
  
The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  
  
The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 
 

 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) in 
2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these 
children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age 
range represented a population of nearly 49 million young people nationwide. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

 



  

Marriage and Religion Research Institute                     MA 58-60, 168 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Michael Leaser 
www.marri.us                                                                Christina Hadford  

 

Children’s Social Development by Family Structure and Religious Practice 
 
Family Structure: Children who lived with both biological parents or two adoptive parents 
scored higher on the social development scale (50.8) than children who lived within other 
family configurations (48.2), such as with their father only or foster parents.2 In between were 
those who lived in a stepfamily (48.5) and those who lived with single mothers (49.0).3    
 
Religious Practice: Children who attended religious services at least weekly scored higher on 
the social development scale (50.7) than children who never attended religious services (48.4). 
In between were children who worshipped one to three times a month (49.6) and children who 
attended religious services less than once a month (49.7). 
 
Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Children who worshipped frequently and 
lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents had a higher score (51.2) than 
those who worshipped less than monthly and lived in single-parent or reconstituted families 
(47.6). In between were those who lived in intact families and worshipped less than monthly 
(49.6) and those who lived in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (49.3). The 
data were taken from the National Survey of Children’s Health. 
 
Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Jerry Trusty of Texas A&M University and Richard Watts of Baylor University reported 
that high school seniors who frequently participated in religious activities were more likely to 
have involved parents and less likely to exhibit delinquent behavior.4 
 
John Bartkowski of Mississippi State University and colleagues also found that both parents’ 
frequent worship corresponded to several positive outcomes in their children, including greater 
social skills, greater interpersonal skills at school, protection “against internalizing problem 
behaviors,” protection against loneliness/sadness, and protection from overactive and 
impulsive behaviors in the home.5 As the evidence shows, children who live with both parents 
in a religiously active family are more likely to develop positive social behavior. 
 
Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 
 
Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 
Nicholas Zill is a research psychologist, former Vice President of Westat, and Founding President 
of Child Trends.                

                                                 
2 “Other family configurations” also include children living with grandparent or other relatives. 
3 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
4 Jerry Trusty and Richard E. Watts, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to 
Educational, Career, and Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values, vol. 44 (1999): 30-40. 
5 John P. Bartkowski, et al., “Religion and Child Development: Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study,” Social Science Research, vol. 37 (2008): 18-36. 
 



 

 

 
 

Child Behavioral Problems 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  
  
The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  
  
The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 
 
These charts depict the mean behavior problems score of children 
aged 6 to 17, correlated with religious attendance and family 
structure. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health, Adolescents Aged 6-17.  

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health, Adolescents Aged 6-17.  

 

Items measured on the behavior problems scale include bullying, disobedience, and acting depressed. The behavior problems 
scale has a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of ten. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health, Adolescents Aged 6-17.  
 



  

Child Behavioral Problems by Family Structure and Religious Practice 
 
Family Structure: According to the National Survey of Children’s Health, children who lived with 
both biological parents scored lower on the behavior problems scale (49.0)1 than those who 
lived with a biological parent and a stepparent (51.8).2 In between were those who only lived 
with their biological mother (51.5) or those who lived within another family structure (50.4).3  
Items measured on the behavior problems scale included bullying, disobedience, and acting 
depressed.4 
 
Religious Practice: According to the National Survey of Children’s Health, children who 
attended religious services at least weekly scored lower on the behavior problems scale (49.2) 
than those who never attended religious services (51.8).5 In between were those who 
worshipped one to three times a month (50.4) and those who attended religious services less 
than once a month (51.1). Items measured on the behavior problems scale included bullying, 
disobedience, and acting depressed. 
 
Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Children who worshipped frequently and 
lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents had a lower score (48.5) than 
those who worshipped less than monthly and lived in single-parent or reconstituted families 
(52.8). In between were those who lived in non-intact families who worshipped at least 
monthly (50.9) and those who lived in intact families and worshipped less than monthly (50.5). 
The data were taken from the National Survey of Children’s Health. Items measured on the 
behavior problems scale included bullying, disobedience, and acting depressed. 
 
Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies support the direction of these 
findings. Marjorie Gunnoe of Calvin College and colleagues reported a strong association 
between adolescent responsibility and parental religiosity and noted how previous studies have 
shown “that parents play an active role in fostering adolescents’ attachment to the religious 
community.”6 
 
John Bartkowski of Mississippi State University and colleagues found that frequent religious 
attendance of both parents correlated with a wide range of positive outcomes in their children, 
including greater self-control, greater interpersonal skills at school, greater social skills, 
protection against loneliness/sadness, protection “against internalizing problem behaviors,” 

                                                 
1 A small sample of “two adoptive parents” is also included in this score. 
2 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
3 Categories covered under “other” include children with father only, foster parent, and children living with 
grandparent or other relatives. 
4 The behavior problems scale has a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of ten. 
5 The behavior problems scale has a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of ten. 
6 Marjorie Lindner Gunnoe, et al., “Parental Religiosity, Parenting Style, and Adolescent Social Responsibility,” 
Journal of Early Adolescence 19 (1999): 199-225. 



  

protection from overactive and impulsive behaviors in the home, and a lower probability of 
“externalizing problem behaviors at school.”7 

Jerry Trusty of Texas A&M University and Richard Watts of Baylor University also found that 
high school seniors who frequently attended religious activities were more likely to have 
involved parents and less likely to be delinquent than those high school seniors who attended 
religious activities less frequently.8 

The twin protective forces of an intact married family and religious attendance both contribute 
significantly to the cultivation of appropriate adolescent behavior. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 
Nicholas Zill is a research psychologist, former Vice President of Westat, and Founding President 
of Child Trends.      

7 John P. Bartowski, et al., “Religion and Child Development: Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study,” Social Science Research 37 (2008): 18-36. 
8 Jerry Trusty and Richard E. Watts, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to 
Educational, Career, and Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values 44 (1999): 30-40. This finding is from 
www.familyfacts.org. 
Marriage and Religion Research Institute                         MA 28-30, 158 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Cordell Asbenson 
www.marri.us                                                                    Christina Hadford 



Children with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who have been 
diagnosed with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) at 
the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are: 
The children from intact families that worship. 
The children from intact families that do not worship. 
The children from non-intact families that worship. 
The children from non-intact families that do not worship. 

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**The worshipping consists of children who went to a church,
temple, or another place of worship for services or other activities
within the past two weeks.

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) (2001) 

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) (2001) 

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) (2001) 



Children with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) by Family 
Structure and Religious Practice 

The 2001 cycle of the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) showed that children in intact 
families that worshipped1 were least likely to have been diagnosed with Attention-Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).  

Family Structure: According to the 2001 cycle of the National Health Interview Survey, 4.7% of 
children in intact married families, 8.0% of children raised in remarried stepfamilies, and 8.6% 
of children living with a cohabiting parent had been told by a doctor that they had ADHD. 
Children living in single-parent families were most likely to have been diagnosed with ADHD 
(9.1%). 

Religious Practice: The 2001 cycle of the National Health Interview Survey showed that fewer 
children from families who worshipped had been diagnosed with ADHD (5.2%) than children 
whose families did not worship (7.1%). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Children in intact families that worshipped 
were least likely to have been diagnosed with ADHD (3.7%), followed by children in intact non-
worshipping families (4.8%) and non-intact worshipping families (6.9%). Children in non-intact 
non-worshipping families were most likely to have been told by a doctor that they have ADHD 
(8.6%)—more than double that of children in intact worshipping families. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A robust collection of research shows that family 
structure can significantly impact the mental health of children. Ann-Margret Rydell found that 
single parenthood and step-parenthood was associated with high levels of ADHD symptoms, 
and that family conflict had a strong additive effect on the level of ADHD symptoms in children 
(beyond the effects of demographic factors). 2 Using the National Survey of Children’s Health, 
Matthew D. Bramlett and Stephen J. Blumberg found that more than two times as many 
children raised in blended step-families, blended adoptive families, and grandparent families 
were ever told their child has ADD/ ADHD than children raised in two-parent families.3 These 
studies reiterate that children tend to be healthier in two-parent biological families. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and D. Paul Sullins, Ph.D. 

1
 A worshipping family has attended at least one worship service in the past two weeks.  

2
 Rydell, Ann-Margret. “Family factors and children’s disruptive behavior: an investigation of links between 

demographic characteristics, negative life events and symptoms of ODD and ADHD.” Sociological Psychiatric 
Epidemiology 45 (2010): 233-244.  
3
 Bramlett, Matthew D. and Blumberg, Stephen J. “Family structure and children’s physical and mental health.” 

Health Affairs 26 (2007): 549-558. 
 
 
Marriage and Religion Research Institute   MA 140 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Christina Hadford 
www.marri.us      



Children with a Learning Disability 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who have been 
diagnosed with a learning disability* at the extremes of four 
demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)** and two sets of 
religious attendance (worship vs. no worship).*** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are: 
The children from intact families that worship. 
The children from intact families that do not worship. 
The children from non-intact families that worship. 
The children from non-intact families that do not worship. 

**The intact married family consists of children who live with their 
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all 
other family types. 
***The worshipping consists of children who went to a church, 
temple, or another place of worship for services or other activities 
within the past two weeks 

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (2011) 

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (2011) 

Source:  National Health Interview Survey (2011) 

* According to the 2000 NHIS Field Representative’s Manual, “learning disability” for this question was defined as: “a disorder in
one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or using language, spoken or written. It may be evident
by an inability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations.”



  

Children with a Learning Disability by Family Structure and Religious Practice 
 
The 2001 cycle1 of the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) found that children in intact 
families that worshipped2 were least likely to have been told by a school representative or 
health professional that they had a learning disability.3 
 
Family Structure: At the time of the survey, fewer children in intact married families had ever 
been told they had a learning disability (5.5 percent) than children in remarried stepfamilies 
(8.8 percent), cohabiting families (9.6 percent) or single parent families (10.4 percent).  
 
Religious Practice: Families that worshipped every other week (or more) were less likely to 
have been told that their child had a learning disability (6.7 percent) than were families that did 
not worship (10.2 percent). 
 
Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Children in intact worshipping families were 
least likely to have been told by a school representative or health professional that they had a 
learning disability (5.0 percent). Children in intact non-worshipping families and non-intact 
worshipping families were more likely to have been told that they had a disability (7.7 percent 
and 8.4 percent, respectively). Children in non-intact families that did not worship were most 
likely to have ever been told that they had a learning disability (11.8 percent). 
 
Related Insights from Other Studies: A growing body of research confirms that family structure 
profoundly impacts adolescents’ learning trajectories. Using the National Survey of Children’s 
Health, Maja Altarac and Ekta Saroha found that children from two-parent families (other than 
stepfamilies) were less likely to have learning disabilities than children in alternative family 
structures.4 
 
 Religious worship also bolsters learning development. John Bartkowski, Xiaohne Xu, and Martin 
Levin examined the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study to determine that the religious 
attendance of fathers and mothers positively predicts children’s self-control, greater 
interpersonal skills, and better cognitive development. Worship also provides protective effects 
against children’s sadness/ loneliness and children’s impulsiveness/ overactiveness. 
 
Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Paul Sullins, Ph.D. 
 

                                                 
1 The 2001 cycle of the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) was chosen because that year had a measure of 
religious attendance, permitting our regular Mapping America analysis. 
2 A worshipping family has attended at least one worship service in the past two weeks. 
3 According to the 2000 NHIS Field Representative's Manual, “learning disability” for this question was defined as: 
“a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or using language, 
spoken or written. It may be evident by an inability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 
calculations.” 
4 Altarac, Maja and Saroha, Ekta. “Lifetime prevalence of learning disability among US children.” Pediatrics 119 
(2007) S77-S83.   

Marriage and Religion Research Institute                                              MA 141 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Christina Hadford 
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Education 



School Performance in English and Math 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts illustrate the educational performance of American 
high school students when viewed from the perspective of religious 
practice, family structure, and both combined. 1 

Source:  Patrick Fagan, Kirk A. Johnson, and Jonathan Butcher, A Portrait of Family 
and Religion in America, The Heritage Foundation, 2006, chart 10, based on data 
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  Patrick Fagan, Kirk A. Johnson, and Jonathan Butcher, A Portrait of Family 
and Religion in America, The Heritage Foundation, 2006, chart 20, based on data 
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

Source:  Patrick Fagan, Kirk A. Johnson, and Jonathan Butcher, A Portrait of Family 
and Religion in America, The Heritage Foundation, 2006, chart 10, based on data 
from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 



School Performance in English and Math by Family Structure and Religious 
Practice 

Family Structure: Students who lived with their married biological parents carried the highest 
average combined grade point average (GPA) for English and Math (2.9). Those whose parents 
never married or who lived with cohabiting adults, only one of whom was a natural parent, had 
the lowest GPA (2.5). Slightly above that group were students living with stepparents, divorced 
parents, or both unmarried biological parents (2.6). 

Religious Practice: Teenagers who attended religious activities weekly or more had the highest 
average combined GPA for English and Math (2.9). Those who never attended religious 
activities had the lowest (2.6). In between were those who attended a couple of times per 
month (2.8) and those who attended a few times a year (2.7).   

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Teenagers who lived in intact families that 
worshipped weekly scored a combined GPA of 2.9. Students who worshipped at least monthly 
but resided in families not headed by both biological parents scored a combined 2.7 GPA, as did 
students who lived in a family with both natural parents but who worshipped less than 
monthly. Those who were not living with both biological parents and who worshipped less than 
monthly had the lowest GPA (2.5). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies also reveal significant correlations 
among religious attendance, intact family structure, and educational performance. 1 Examining 
the National Educational Longitudinal Study, Jerry Trusty at Texas A&M University reported that 
the more often high school seniors participated in religious activities, the better their chances 
of having involved parents who recognized good grades, having a positive disposition toward 
academics and high expectations for their future, and spending additional time on homework.2  

Chandra Muller and Christopher Ellison of the University of Texas at Austin concurred in their 
finding that adolescents who were religiously involved were more apt to relate that they have 
parents who place a high value on their education and that they are willing to talk more with 
their parents regarding their education.3 

Having natural married parents to talk with about school made an even bigger difference, 
according to a study by Nan Astone of Johns Hopkins University and Sara McLanahan of 
Princeton University. Children living within intact families reported parents with higher 

1 The following findings are from www.familyfacts.org. 
2 Jerry Trusty, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to Educational, Career, and 
Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values 44 (1999): 30-40. 
3 Chandra Muller and Christopher G. Ellison, “Religious Involvement, Social Capital, and Adolescents’ Academic 
Progress: Evidence from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988,” Sociological Focus 34 (2001): 155-
183.



educational expectations that were more likely to monitor their schoolwork than children of 
single parents or stepparents.4 

The combination, then, of an intact married family with frequent religious activity seems key to 
fostering superior educational outcomes. Diane Brown of the University of Medicine and 
Dentistry of New Jersey and Lawrence Gary of Howard University conducted a survey of black 
adults in a major Eastern city, a demographic in which broken families are quite prevalent, 
which indicated that although religious attendance had a greater impact than family structure 
on educational attainment, those who attended worship most frequently and lived in an intact 
family attained the most education.5 

When the two great loves are combined, love of God and love of spouse, children thrive most. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

4 Nan M. Astone and Sara S. McLanahan, “Family Structure, Parental Practices, and High School Completion,” 
American Sociological Review 56 (1991): 309-320. 
5 Diane R. Brown and Lawrence E. Gary, “Religious Socialization and Educational Attainment among African 
Americans: An Empirical Assessment,” The Journal of Negro Education 60 (1991): 411-426. 
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Children Who Repeated a Grade in School 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of children aged 6 to 17 who 
have repeated a grade in school, correlated with religious 
attendance and family structure. 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children's 
Health (2003) 

These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children's Health (NSCH) in 
2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these 
children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age 
range represented a population of nearly 49 million young people nationwide. 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children's 
Health (2003) 

Source:  National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children's 
Health (2003) 



Children Who Repeated a Grade by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Center for Health Statistics, children who lived with 
both biological parents or two adoptive parents were only one-third as likely to have ever 
repeated a grade in school as those who lived with their mother only, in a stepfamily,1 or in 
other family configurations, such as with their father only or with foster parents.2 The 
respective rates of grade repetition found in the survey were 6.5 percent for those living with 
both parents, 19.9 percent for those living with mother only, 21.8 percent for those living with 
a parent and stepparent, and 21.9 percent for those living in other family configurations. 

Religious Practice: Children who attended religious services one to three times a month and 
those who attended every week were only half as likely to have ever repeated a grade in school 
as those who attended less than once a month or not at all. The respective rates of grade 
repetition found in the survey were 10.2 percent for those attending weekly, 8.7 percent for 
those attending at least monthly but less than weekly, 20.7 percent for those attending less 
than once a month, and 20.6 percent for those who did not attend at all in the last year. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 6 percent of children who worshiped 
frequently and lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents had repeated a 
grade. By contrast, 34 percent of children who worshipped less than monthly and lived in 
single-parent or reconstituted families had repeated a grade. In between were those who lived 
in intact families and worshipped less than monthly (eight percent) and those who lived in non-
intact families who worshipped at least monthly (15 percent). The data were taken from the 
National Survey of Children’s Health. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Nicholas Zill found similar differences in grade repetition 
rates between children of ages 7-17 living with their mother and father and those living with 
their mother only or with mother and stepfather in an analysis of data from the 1988 National 
Health Interview Survey on Child Health.3 

Several other studies corroborate these findings. Robert Byrd of the University of Rochester 
School of Medicine and Dentistry and colleagues reported that students in two-parent 
households are less likely to repeat a grade than those in one-parent households.4 

Hak-Ju Kim of Washington University in St. Louis also found that children living with two 
biological parents are less likely to repeat a grade than those living with single parents or 

1 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
2 “Other family configurations” also include children living with grandparent or other relatives. 
3 Nicholas Zill, "Family Change and Student Achievement: What We Have Learned, What It Means for Schools," in 
Family-School Links: How Do They Affect Educational Outcomes, eds. Alan Booth and Judith F. Dunn (Mahwah, N.J.: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1996): 139-174. 
4 Robert S. Byrd, Michael Weitzman, and Peggy Auinger, "Increased Behavior Problems Associated with Delayed 
School Entry and Delayed School Progress," Pediatrics, vol. 100 (1997): 654-661. 



stepparents. Children living with single parents, though, are slightly more likely to repeat a 
grade than those living with a stepparent.5 

Examining the National Study of Adolescent Health, Paul Amato of Pennsylvania State 
University reported that 30 percent of adolescents living with single parents have repeated a 
grade, compared to 19 percent of adolescents living with married parents.6 

When it comes to keeping children on schedule academically, the intact family proves to be the 
most effective family structure. 

While at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Mark Regnerus found that "youth 
church participation positively affects both educational aspirations and achievement."7 

Glen Elder of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and Rand Conger of Iowa State 
University reported that adolescents who become more religiously involved in high school tend 
to score higher on academic competence indicators.8 

Regnerus, now at the University of Texas at Austin, and Elder also found that "church 
attendance exhibits a stable relationship with educational progress."9 

As the data indicate, students who attend religious services at least monthly are more likely to 
excel academically and much less likely to repeat a grade. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 
Nicholas Zill is a research psychologist, former Vice President of Westat, and Founding President 
of Child Trends.      

5 Hak-Ju Kim, "Family Resources and Children's Academic Performance," Children and Youth Services Review, vol. 
26 (2004): 529-536. 
6 Paul R. Amato, "The Impact of Family Formation Change on the Cognitive, Social, and Emotional Well-Being of the 
Next Generation," The Future of Children, vol. 15 (2005): 75-96. 
7 Mark D. Regnerus, "Shaping Schooling Success: Religious Socialization and Educational Outcomes in Metropolitan 
Public Schools," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 39 (2000): 363-370. 
8 Glen H. Elder Jr. and Rand D. Conger, Children of the Land (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 159-160. 
9 Mark D. Regnerus and Glen H. Elder Jr., "Staying on Track in School: Religious Influences in High- and Low-Risk 
Settings," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 42 (2003): 633-649. 
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Parents Contacted By School Over Child’s Behavior Problems 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) in 
2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these 
children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age 
range represented a population of nearly 49 million young people nationwide. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 



Parents Contacted By School Over Child’s Behavior Problems by Family 
Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: Only 21.7 percent of children who lived with both biological parents or with 
two adoptive parents had their parents contacted by their school to report behavior problems, 
compared to 39.4 percent of children who lived with single mothers. In between were those 
who lived with a biological parent and a stepparent (37.7 percent)2 and those who lived within 
other family configurations (38.2 percent), such as with their father only or foster parents.3 

Religious Practice: Only 24.6 percent of children who worshipped at least weekly had their 
parents contacted by their school to report behavior problems, whereas 41.7 percent of 
children who never worshipped had their parents contacted by their school. In between were 
children who worshipped one to three times a month (31.4 percent) and children who attended 
religious services less than once a month (31.9 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 21 percent of children who 
worshipped frequently and lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents had 
their parents contacted by their school to report behavior problems, compared to a much 
larger 53 percent for children who worshipped less than monthly and lived in single-parent or 
reconstituted families. In between were those who lived in intact families and worshipped less 
than monthly (25 percent) and those who lived in non-intact families who worshipped at least 
monthly (33 percent). The data were taken from the National Survey of Children’s Health. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Byron Johnson of Baylor University and colleagues examined delinquency data from 
the National Youth Survey, which included measures such as “hit students,” “hit teacher,” 
“damaged school property,” and “skipped classes.” They reported that adolescent religiosity 
corresponded to fewer instances of delinquency and that adolescents who lived in intact 
families were less likely to acquire delinquent friends.4 

John Bartkowski of Mississippi State University and colleagues also found that both parents’ 
frequent religious attendance correlated with several positive child behavior outcomes, such as 
greater self-control and a reduced probability of “externalizing problem behaviors at school.”5 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 

2 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
3 “Other family configurations” also include children living with grandparent or other relatives. 
4 Byron R. Johnson, et al., “Does Adolescent Religious Commitment Matter? A Reexamination of the Effects of 
Religiosity on Delinquency,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, vol. 38 (2001): 22-44. 
5 John P. Bartkowski, et al., “Religion and Child Development: Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study,” Social Science Research, vol. 37 (2008): 18-36. 
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Parental Concern for Children’s Achievement 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

These charts group the data in four categories, with two different 
configurations for each of two major indicators, frequency of 
religious attendance (monthly or more frequently vs. less than 
monthly or never) and family structure (intact vs. non-intact).  

The intact category consists of families with both biological parents 
or two adoptive parents, married or unmarried, raising their 
children. The non-intact category is composed of families without 
both biological parents or two adoptive parents, including married 
stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced single-parent 
families, always single-parent families, foster-parent families, and 
other-relative families. 

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) in 
2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these 
children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age 
range represented a population of nearly 49 million young people nationwide. 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 

Source:  National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) 



Parental Concern for Children’s Achievement by Family Structure and Religious 
Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Survey of Children’s Health, 1 children who lived 
with both biological parents or two adoptive parents had parents who scored lowest on the 
parental concerns scale (48.8); children who lived with a biological parent or stepparent had 
parents with a parental concerns score of 50.7; 2 children who lived with single mothers had 
parents with a parental concerns score of 51.8; and, children who lived within other family 
configurations, such as with their father only or with foster parents, had parents with the 
highest parental concerns score (52.5).3 

Religious Practice: According to the National Survey of Children’s Health,  children who 
attended religious services less than once a month had parents with the lowest parental 
concerns score (49.4); children who never attended religious services had parents with a 
parental concerns score of 49.9; children who attended religious services at least weekly had 
parents with a  parental concerns score of 50.1; and children who worshipped one to three 
times a month had parents with the highest parental concerns score (50.2). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: According to the National Survey of 
Children’s Health, children who lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents 
and worshipped at least monthly had parents who scored lowest on the parental concerns scale 
(48.8). Children who lived with both biological parents or with two adoptive parents and 
worshipped less than monthly had parents with a parental concerns score of 48.9. Children who 
lived in single-parent or reconstituted families and worshipped less than monthly had parents 
with a parental concerns score of 50.7. Children who lived in single-parent or reconstituted 
families and worshipped at least monthly had the highest parental concerns score (51.9). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies in related areas add insights. 
William Jeynes of the California State University at Long Beach reported that black and Hispanic 
students “who were devoutly religious and also came from intact families” outperformed 
academically black and Hispanic students who did not fall into both of these categories.  

Jay Teachman of Washington State University and colleagues found that children living with 
divorced fathers are less likely to see their fathers “involved with their schools” than children 
living with both biological parents. They also reported that families who “send their children to 
Catholic schools are also families that connect quite closely with their children’s schools.”  

1 These charts draw on data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics in the National Survey of 
Children’s Health (NSCH) in 2003. The data sample consisted of parents of 102,353 children and teens in all 50 
states and the District of Columbia. 68,996 of these children and teens were between six and 17 years old, the age 
group that was the focus of the study. The survey sample in this age range represented a population of nearly 49 
million young people nationwide. 
2 Most of the parents in the “biological parent and a stepparent” category are married. 
3 “Other family configurations” also include children living with grandparent or other relatives. 



Several previous issues of Mapping America4 demonstrated that children who attend religious 
services once a month or more and live in intact families are less likely to repeat a grade and 
less likely to be the object of a “behavior problems” call from their school to their parents than 
those who worship less than monthly and live in non-intact families.   

As the data indicate, children who live with both biological parents and are involved in religious 
programs tend to have a higher degree of academic achievement while also having parents who 
are more involved in their education. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute (MARRI). 

Nicholas Zill, Ph.D. 
Nicholas Zill is a research psychologist, former Vice President of Westat, and Founding President 
of Child Trends.      

4 See “Children Repeated a Grade in School” and “Parents Contacted By School About Child’s Behavior Problems” 
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Received a High School Degree  
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at adults who have received a high school degree at 
the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. non-intact*) and two sets of religious 
attendance (high vs. low). 
The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
The non-intact family* that worships weekly; 
The non-intact family* that never worships. 

(* The non-intact group consists of women in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother,  
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



Received a High School Degree by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that students who worshipped at least 
once a week and grew up with two married parents were most likely to have received a high 
school degree. 

Family Structure: Ninety one percent of individuals who grew up with married biological 
parents received a high school degree. They were followed by those who grew up in a married 
stepfamily (80 percent), those who grew up with a single, divorced parent (76 percent), those 
who grew up in a cohabiting stepfamily (68 percent), those who grew up with an always-single 
parent (63 percent), and those who grew up in an intact cohabiting family (60 percent). 

Religious Practice: Eighty seven percent of students who attended religious services at least 
weekly received a high school degree. In contrast, only 70 percent of those who never 
worshipped received a high school degree. Between these two extremes were those who 
attended at least monthly (81 percent) and those who attended less than monthly (76 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Ninety three percent of students who grew 
up in intact married families and who attended weekly religious services had ever received a 
high school degree. Only 68 percent of students from all other family structures who never 
attended religious services received a high school degree.  Eighty-nine percent of those who 
never worshipped but grew up in intact families and 81 percent of those who attended religious 
services weekly but came from other family structures received high school degrees. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Nan Marie Astone and Sarah S. McLanahan, then of the 
University of Wisconsin at Madison, found that children from single parents and stepfamilies 
completed high school at lower rates than children from intact married families.1 Another study 
found that two-parent families were conducive to children’s academic achievement.2 Another 
study affirms the importance of religious attendance for education. One study found that the 
more frequently youths attended religious activities, the more likely they were to give 
recognition to good grades, spend more time on homework, and have a positive attitude 
toward academics.3   

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 

1
 Astone, Nan Marie & Sarah S. McLanahan. “The Effects of Family Structure on High School Completion,” (1989). 

2
 Milne, Ann M.  “Family Structure and the Achievement of Children,” Education and the American Family, (1989): 

32-65.
3
 Trusty, Jerry. "Relationship of High School Seniors' Religious Perceptions and Behavior to Educational, Career, and 

Leisure Variables." Counseling and Values Vol 44, No. 1 (October 1999) pp. 30-40. 
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Students Who Received Mostly A’s in School 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart looks at individuals who were most likely to receive A’s at 
the extremes of four demographic quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



Students Who Received Mostly A’s in School by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that students most likely to receive A's in school 
were those who grew up in an intact married family and who worshipped at least weekly. 

Family Structure: According to the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 28 percent of students who 
grew up in an intact married family received mostly A's, followed by students from intact cohabiting 
families (21 percent), single divorced parent families (18 percent), married stepfamilies (15 percent), 
cohabiting stepfamilies (11 percent), and always single parent families (9 percent). 

Religious Practice: The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth showed that 26 percent of students who 
worshipped at least weekly [at the time of the survey] received mostly A's, followed by those who attended 
religious services between one and three times a month (21 percent), those who attended religious 
services less than once a month (18 percent), and those who never attended religious services (16 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: About 32 percent of students who grew up in an intact 
married family and who worshipped at least weekly at the time of the survey received mostly A's. Only 19 
percent of students who grew up in intact married families and never worshipped received mostly A's. Only 
16 percent of those who grew up in other family structures and worshipped at least weekly or grew up in 
other family structures and never worshipped received mostly A's. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: One study showed that students who attended religious activities 
weekly, or more frequently, were found to have a GPA 14.4 percent higher than students who never 
attended religious functions.1 

Another study by Mark Regnerus, professor of sociology at the University of Texas at Austin, found that 
(looking specifically at math and reading scores) students who frequently attend religious services scored 
2.32 points higher on tests in these subjects than their less religiously-involved peers.2 

Marital stability is a form of social capital that advances educational attainment for children. Thus, children 
from intact families have a greater chance at doing well in school, while divorce hinders a child's overall 
educational attainment.3  

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 
Scott Talkington has been Research Director for the National Association of Scholars and Senior Research 
Fellow at George Mason University School of Public Policy since 1998. 

1 J. L Glanville, D. Sikkink, & E. I. Hernández, "Religious Involvement and Educational Outcomes: The Role of Social Capital and 
Extracurricular Participation," Sociological Quarterly 49 (2008): 105-137. 
2 Mark D. Regnerus, "Shaping Schooling Success: Religious Socialization and Educational Outcomes in Metropolitan Public 
Schools," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 39, no. 3 (2000): 363-70. 
3 Anguiano P. V. Ruben, "Families and Schools: The Effect of Parental Involvement on High School Completion," Journal of Family 
Issues 25, no. 1 (2004): 61-85; Timothy J. Biblarz & Greg Gottainer, "Family Structure and Children's Success: A Comparison of 
Widowed and Divorced Single-Mother Families," Journal of Marriage and Family 62, (2000): 533-48. 
 
 
Marriage and Religion Research Institute                                                             MA 100 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Julia Kiewit, Anna Dorminey & 
www.marri.us                                                                    Christina Hadford  



Received a Bachelor's Degree 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at individuals who have received a Bachelor’s 
degree at the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*This group consists of individuals in the following categories: 
married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single divorced parent, 
and always-single parent. In all these structures, there has been 
rejection between the biological father and mother, and thus the 
original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



  

Received a Bachelor's Degree by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that students who grew up in intact 
married families and attended weekly religious services at the time of the survey were more 
likely to receive a Bachelor's degree. 

Family Structure: Thirty six percent of individuals who came from intact, married families 
received a Bachelor's degree, followed by those from intact, cohabiting families (20 percent), 
single divorced-parent families (17 percent), married stepfamilies (16 percent), always-single 
parent families (8 percent), and cohabiting stepfamilies (7 percent). 

Religious Practice: Thirty two percent of individuals who attended weekly religious services had 
received a Bachelor's degree, compared with those who attended religious services at least 
monthly (27 percent), those who attended less than once a month (19 percent), and those who 
never attended (14 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Twenty two percent of individuals who 
grew up in intact married families and attended weekly religious services received a Bachelor's 
degree. It is clear that family structure plays a significant role in educational attainment, 
because individuals who grew up in intact married families that never attended church were 
equally likely to receive a Bachelor's degree (22 percent). They were followed closely by 
individuals from non-intact families that attended weekly religious services (20 percent) and 
those from non-intact families that had no religious attendance (10 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Religious attendance and education are related in many 
ways. Studies also show that educational attainment is related to the religious commitment of 
an individual's community, as measured by church attendance. Individuals who lived in 
communities with high religious densities had, on average, more years of education than those 
who lived in less religiously dense communities.1 Additionally, another study shows that, 
compared to students enrolled in four-year colleges, those who did not attend college were 
more likely to report a decrease in religious service attendance, a decline in the importance of 
religion in their lives, or a change to no religious affiliation.2 Individuals from intact families 
completed, on average, more years of schooling and were more likely to graduate from high 
school and college than were their peers raised in non-intact families.3 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 

1
 Gruber, Jonathan. "Religious Market Structure, Religious Participation, and Outcomes: Is Religion Good for You." 

National Bureau of Economic Research. Vol. No. 11377 (2005). 
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 Uecker, Jeremy E. "Losing My Religion: The Social Sources of Religious Decline in Early Adulthood." Social Forces 

Vol. 85 (4) (2007) pp. 1667-1692. 
3
 Ginther, Donna K., "Family Structure and Childrens Educational Outcomes: Blended Families, Stylized Facts, and 

Descriptive Regressions. Demography Vol. 41(4) (2004) pp. 671-696. 
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CAT-ASVAB Math/Verbal Percentile Scores 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

This chart looks at the percentile rankings of those who have taken 
the CAT-ASVAB at the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



  

CAT-ASVAB Math/Verbal Scores by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that those who grew up in an intact 
married family and who worshipped at least weekly at the time of the survey had higher CAT-
ASVAB (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery computer adaptive test) math and verbal 
scores. 

Family Structure: Children from married, always-intact families scored in the 58th percentile, 
followed by children from married stepfamilies and divorced single-parent families (48th 
percentile). Children from intact cohabiting families scored in the 42nd percentile, children from 
cohabiting stepfamilies scored in the 35th percentile, and children from always-single parent 
families scored in the 28th percentile. 

Religious Practice: Children who attended religious services at least weekly at the time of the 
survey scored in the 54th percentile, those who attended at least monthly scored in the 51st 
percentile, those who attended less than monthly scored in the 49th percentile, and those who 
never attended religious services scored in the 45th percentile. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Those from always-intact families who 
attended religious services at least weekly scored in the 60th percentile on the CAT-ASVAB. 
Children from always-intact families who never attended religious services scored in the 51st 
percentile. Among those from all other family structures, the difference is less pronounced: 
those from all other family structures who attended religious services at least weekly scored in 
the 46th percentile, and those from all other family structures who never attended scored in the 
44th percentile. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study conducted by Grace Kao of the University of 
Chicago found that living in a single-mother family had a particularly detrimental effect on 
grades for Asian youth in the United States.1 The results of a study of religiosity and the 
academic achievements of minority students by Professor William H. Jeynes of California State 
University, Long Beach, “indicate that very religious Black and Hispanic students outperformed 
less religious students in academic achievement.”2 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 
Scott Talkington has been Research Director for the National Association of Scholars and Senior 
Research Fellow at George Mason University School of Public Policy since 1998. 

1
 Grace Kao, “Asian Americans as Model Minorities? A Look at Their Academic Performance,” American Journal of 

Education, Vol. 103, No. 2 (Feb. 1995): 148-149. 
2
 William H. Jeynes, “The Effects of Religious Commitment on the Academic Achievement of Black and Hispanic 

Children,” Urban Education 34.4 (1999): 473. 
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Grade Point Average 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

This chart looks at students’ GPAs (grade point averages) at the 
extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 

The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



Grade Point Average by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that students who grew up in an intact married 
family and currently worship at least weekly have higher Grade Point Averages (GPAs) than other 
students. 

Family Structure: Students from married, always-intact families had an average GPA of 3.0. Students 
from intact cohabiting families (2.8), married stepfamilies and divorced single-parent families (2.7), 
cohabiting stepfamilies (2.6), and always-single parent families (2.5) had lower average GPAs than 
students from always-intact families. 

Religious Practice: Students who attended religious services at least weekly had an average GPA of 3.0. 
Those who attended at least monthly (2.9), those who attended less than monthly (2.7), and those who 
never attended religious services (2.6) had lower average GPAs than students who attended at least 
weekly. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Students from always-intact married families who 
attended religious services at least weekly had an average GPA of 3.1. Students from always-intact 
married families who never attended religious services had an average GPA of 2.8, and students from all 
other family structures who attended religious services at least weekly had an average GPA of 2.7. 
Students from all other family structures who never attended religious services had the lowest average 
GPA (2.6). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study by Alan R. King of the University of North Dakota found a 
number of correlations between family and personal religiosity and academic performance. King writes 
that “unexpressive and conflicted family environments which lack in cohesion and moral emphasis are 
particularly troublesome to high school performance.”1 He also found that students whose families are 
very morally and religiously strong are two thirds less likely to skip class frequently in college.2 

A study of students at elite U.S. colleges (including Columbia University, Princeton University, Stanford 
University, University of Pennsylvania, and Yale University) found after controlling for class, race, family 
background, and gender that religiosity influenced college achievement. Students who attended 
religious services at least weekly during their final year of high school had higher grades in college than 
students who did not attend religious services regularly.3 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 
Scott Talkington has been Research Director for the National Association of Scholars and Senior Research 
Fellow at George Mason University School of Public Policy since 1998. 

1 Alan R. King, “Family Environment Scale Predictors of Academic Performance,” Psychological Reports 83 (1998): 1325. 
2 Alan R. King, “Family Environment Scale Predictors of Academic Performance,” Psychological Reports 83 (1998): 1326. 
3 Margarita Mooney, “Religion, College Grades, and Satisfaction among Students at Elite Colleges and Universities,” Sociology 
of Religion 71.2 (2010): 210. 
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Peabody Individual Achievement Test (Math) Percentile Score 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart looks at students’ Peabody Individual Achievement Test 
(math) percentile score norms at the extremes of four demographic 
quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



Peabody Individual Achievement Test (Math) Percentile Score by Family Structure 
and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that students who grew up in an intact 
married family and worshipped at least weekly had higher math scores on the Peabody Individual 
Achievement Test, an academic aptitude test administered to students in grades K-12. 

Family Structure: Students from married, always-intact families scored in the 54th percentile on 
the math section of the PIAT. Students from married stepfamilies scored in the 44th percentile, 
and students from divorced, single-parent families scored in the 42nd percentile. Thereafter, 
scores experienced a steep drop-off: students in intact cohabiting families scored in the 32nd 
percentile, and students in cohabiting stepfamilies and in always-single parent families scored in 
the 27th percentile. 

Religious Practice: Students who attended religious services at least weekly scored in the 50th 
percentile on the math section of the PIAT. Students who attended at least monthly scored in the 
48th percentile, students who attended less than monthly scored in the 44th percentile, and 
students who never attended scored in the 41st percentile. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Students from always-intact married families 
who attended religious services at least weekly scored in the 56th percentile on the math section 
of the PIAT. Students from always-intact married families who never attended religious services 
scored in the 51st percentile. Students from all other family structures had drastically lower 
scores: students from all other family structures who attended religious services at least weekly 
scored in the 39th percentile, and students from all other family structures who never attended 
religious services scored in the 37th percentile. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study by Professor William H. Jeynes of California State 
University, Long Beach, found that “the influence of parental involvement overall [was] 
significant for secondary school children. Parental involvement as a whole affect[ed] all the 
academic variables under study.” The academic variables included in the study were: 
standardized tests, grades, teacher ratings, “academic attitudes and behaviors,” and a general 
measure for academic achievement. Parental involvement affected both white and minority 
children.1 Furthermore, a study of rural adolescents found that students who reported greater 
religious attendance had higher grades.2 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. & Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 

1
 William H. Jenyes, “The Effects of Black and Hispanic 12th Graders Living in Intact Families and being Religious on 

their Academic Achievement,” Urban Education 38.1 (2003): 35. 
2
 Alyssa S. Milot and Alison Bryant Ludden, “The Effects of Religion and Gender on Well-being, Substance use, and 

Academic Engagement among Rural Adolescents,” Youth & Society 40.3 (2009): 413. 
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Sexual 

Practices 



Number of Sexual Partners for Adolescent Girls
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the average number of sexual intercourse 
partners for American adolescent girls in Grades 7-12 when 
correlated with religious attendance and family structure. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  



Number of Sexual Partners for Adolescent Females by Family Structure and 
Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I 
and II, female students in Grades 7-12 had an average of 0.71 sexual partners when they lived 
in intact married families, whereas those who had a stepparent or divorced parents had an 
average of 1.39 and 1.29 sexual partners, respectively.  In between were those whose parents 
never married (0.88), and those who lived in cohabiting families with one natural parent (1.07) 
or both natural parents (1.15). 

Religious Practice: Female students in Grades 7-12 who worshipped at least weekly had an 
average of 0.61 sexual intercourse partners, while those who worshipped one to three times a 
month had an average of 0.92, or 50 percent higher, according to the National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II.  The average jumped significantly for students who 
attended a few times a year (1.41), 130 percent higher, or never (1.55), 150 percent higher. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Adolescent girls from intact families who 
worshipped frequently had the fewest sexual partners in high school. Female students in 
Grades 7-12 had an average of 0.47 sexual partners when they lived in intact families and 
worshipped at least monthly.  By contrast, those who worshipped less than monthly and came 
from broken or reconstituted families had an average of 1.55 sexual partners.  Those who 
worshipped at least monthly but came from broken or reconstituted families had 0.93 partners, 
and girls who came from intact families but worshipped less than monthly had a slightly higher 
average of 1.14.  The data was taken from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health, Waves I and II. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate findings along these 
lines.1 Analyzing fathers' relationships with their adolescent daughters, Mark Regnerus of the 
University of Texas at Austin and Laura Luchies of Northwestern University report that while 
dads may feel off balance when their daughters become teenagers, their involvement in their 
daughters' lives makes a significant difference, especially if they take them to church weekly 
and minimize their dating.2 

Surveying more than 26,000 female and male adolescents, Christina Lammers of South Dakota 
State University and colleagues reveal that teens are more likely to practice sexual abstinence if 

1 The following findings are from www.familyfacts.org, except for Regnerus and Luchies, which is from the Howard 
Center for Family, Religion, and Society. 
2 Mark D. Regnerus and Laura B. Luchies, "The Parent-Child Relationship and Opportunities for Adolescents' First 
Sex," Journal of Family Issues 27 (February 2006): 159-183. 



they are more religious, live in a two-parent household, and believe that their parents care 
about their actions.3 

Michael J. Donahue and Peter L. Benson of the Search Institute in Minneapolis also find that 
religious worship is the aspect of religiosity most directly correlated to abstinence among 
adolescents, more so than considering religion important or participating in church-related 
activities.4 

Analyzing contextual environmental data on family structure and religious adherence, Karin L. 
Brewster of the University of North Carolina and colleagues report that adolescent girls who 
live in neighborhoods with a high percentage of divorced or separated women are particularly 
likely to have premarital sexual intercourse. This likelihood, however, is modified by the 
percentage of religious believers in the community. The greater the percentage of those who 
practice their faith the less the sexual activity of adolescent girls.5 

Absent fathers and empty churches contribute to the increased sexual activity of female 
adolescents. The evidence strongly indicates that teenage girls are least likely to engage in 
sexual intercourse when living in an intact family that worships frequently. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

3 Cristina Lammers, Marjorie Ireland, Michael Resnick, and Robert Blum, "Influences on Adolescents' Decision to 
Postpone Onset of Sexual Intercourse: A Survival Analysis of Virginity among Youths Aged 13 to 18 Years," Journal 
of Adolescent Health 26 (2000): 42-48. 
4 Michael J. Donahue and Peter L. Benson, "Religion and the Well-Being of Adolescents," Journal of Social Issues 51 
(1995): 145-160. 
5 Karin L. Brewster, William R. Grady, and John O. G. Billy, "Contextual Effects on the Sexual Behavior of Adolescent 
Women," Journal of Marriage and the Family 56 (1994): 387-404. 
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First Sexual Intercourse Before Age 18 (Females) 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at women who had sexual intercourse before age 
18 at the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. non-intact*) and two sets of religious 
attendance (high vs. low). 
The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
The non-intact family* that worships weekly; 
The non-intact family* that never worships. 

(* The non-intact group consists of women in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 6 (2002) 

Source:  National Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 6 (2002) 

Source:  National Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 6 (2002) 



Females Who Had Their First Sexual Intercourse Before Age 18 (Females) by 
Family Structure and Religious Practice 

According to the National Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 6 (2002), 1 women who grew up in an 
intact married family and who worshipped weekly at the time of the survey were the least likely 
to have had sexual intercourse before age 18, when viewed from the perspective of family 
structure and religious attendance.  

Family Structure: 52 percent of women who grew up in intact married families had sexual 
intercourse before turning 18, followed by women from intact cohabiting families (64.7 
percent), single divorced parent families (71.7 percent), married stepfamilies (76.7 percent), 
always single parent families (78.8 percent), and cohabiting stepfamilies (84.3 percent). 

Religious Practice: 50.7 percent of women who worshipped at least weekly at the time of the 
survey had sexual intercourse before turning 18, followed by those who attended religious 
services between one and three times a month (61.6 percent), those who attended religious 
services less than once a month (66.8 percent), and those who never attended religious 
services (69.8 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: According to the National Survey of Family 
Growth, 41.6 percent of women who grew up in intact married families and worshipped at least 
weekly at the time of the survey had sexual intercourse before turning 18, followed by women 
who grew up in intact married families and who never worshipped (59.8 percent), those who 
grew up in other family structures and worshipped at least weekly (68.1 percent), and those 
who grew up in other family structures and never worshipped (80.3 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Sam Hardy and Marcela Raffaelli of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln reported that 
“higher religiosity at 15-16 years was significantly associated with still being a virgin 2 years 
later.”2 

Jill Sinha of Princeton University and colleagues also found that “[b]oth attendance in worship 
services and participation in a religious youth group were negatively correlated with sexual 
activity.”3  

1
 These charts draw on data collected by the National Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 6 (2002). The sample consists 

of women between the ages of 14 and 44 and numbers 7,643. 
2
 Sam A. Hardy and Marcela Raffaelli, “Adolescent Religiosity and Sexuality: An Investigation of Reciprocal 

Influences,” Journal of Adolescence 26 (2003): 731-9. 
3
 Jill W. Sinha, Ram A. Cnaan, and Richard W. Gelles, “Adolescent Risk Behaviors and Religion: Findings from a 

National Study,” Journal of Adolescence 30 (2007): 231-49. 



  

Cristina Lammers of the University of Uruguay and colleagues reported that adolescents under 
“17 years of age, from two-parent families, were more likely than peers from single-parent 
families to delay sexual intercourse.”4 

Mignon Moore of Columbia University and P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale also found that teenagers 
living in single mother families have a greater chance of sexual debut than those living in 
married families.5 

Dawn Upchurch of the University of California, Los Angeles and colleagues reported that 
“[t]eenagers living with a single parent or in a stepfamily had significantly higher rates of 
transition to first sex than did those living with both biological parents.”6 

As the evidence indicates, women who grew up in an intact family and who worship weekly are 
less likely to have had sexual intercourse before turning 18. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

D. Paul Sullins, Ph.D.
Dr. Sullins is an associate professor of sociology at The Catholic University of America.
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 Cristina Lammers, Marjorie Ireland, Michael Resnick, and Robert Blum, “Influences on Adolescents’ Decision to 

Postpone Onset of Sexual Intercourse: A Survival Analysis of Virginity among Youths Aged 13 to 18 Years,” Journal 
of Adolescent Health 26 (2000): 42-8. 
5
 Mignon R. Moore and P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, “Sexual Intercourse and Pregnancy among African American 

Girls in High-Poverty Neighborhoods: The Role of Family and Perceived Community Environment,” Journal of 
Marriage and Family 63 (2001): 1146-57. 
6
 Dawn M. Upchurch, Lené Levy-Storms, Clea A. Sucoff, and Carol S. Aneshensel, “Gender and Ethnic Differences in 

the Timing of First Sexual Intercourse,” Family Planning Perspectives 30 (1998): 121-7. 
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Has Ever Had an Abortion 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the number of adults and their partners who 
have ever had an abortion at the extremes of four demographic 
quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (always-intact vs. non-intact* and singles) and two 
sets of religious attendance (high vs. low). 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are: 
The always-intact married individual that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married individual that never worships; 
The non-intact* or single individual that worships weekly; 
The non-intact* or single individual that never worships. 

(* The non-intact group consists of divorced or separated and 
divorced and remarried individuals.) 

Source:  National Health and Social Life Survey (1992) 

Source:  National Health and Social Life Survey (1992) 

Source:  National Health and Social Life Survey (1992) 



Respondent or Partner Has Ever Had an Abortion by Family Structure and 
Religious Practice 

Adults aged 18 to 59 in intact marriages (and their partners) who worshiped weekly were least 
likely to have ever had an abortion, according to the National Health and Social Life Survey 
(1992), the most detailed analysis of sexual behavior in America. 

Family Structure: Individuals in always-intact marriages were least likely to have ever had an 
abortion or had a partner who had an abortion (7.5 percent). Abortion is more prevalent among 
non-intact family structures and among singles: 11.7 percent of those (or their partner) who 
were always single procured an abortion, followed by 15.8 percent of those (or their partner) 
who were divorced or separated, and 20 percent of those (or their partner) who were divorced 
and remarried. 

Religious Practice: Individuals (or their partner) who worshiped weekly were least likely to have 
procured an abortion (7.3 percent). Of those (or their partner) who worshiped less than weekly, 
14.1 percent have procured an abortion, followed by those (or their partner) who worshiped 
less than monthly (15.2 percent) and those (or their partner) who never worshiped (15.8 
percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: A smaller proportion of those in intact 
marriages who worshiped weekly had ever procured an abortion or had a partner who 
procured an abortion (4.5 percent), followed by those (or their partner) in non-intact family 
structures or who were single and who worshiped weekly (9.4 percent) and those (or their 
partner) in intact marriages who never worshiped (10.2 percent). Those in non-intact family 
structures or who were single who never worshiped (or their partner) were most likely to have 
ever had an abortion (17.2 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study of over 500,000 pregnancies showed that a 
woman’s likelihood to choose abortion increases as her education increases, but this is only the 
case only for unmarried women. Women with a high school education or less and no prior 
children are least likely to abort, compared with college-educated women with no prior 
children, who are most likely to abort.1 

Data from the 1990 Latino National Political Survey (a sample of over 2,700 U.S. Hispanics) 
found that Hispanic Protestants who regularly attend church are more strongly pro-life than 
any other part of the Latino population and tended to support a total ban on abortion.2 

1
 Katherine Trent and Eve Powell-Griner, “Differences in Race, Marital Status, and Education Among Women 

Obtaining Abortions,” Journal of Social Forces 69, no. 4 (1991): 1121-1141. 
2
 Christopher Ellison, Samuel Echevarria, and Brad Smith, “Religion and Abortion Attitudes Among U.S. Hispanics: 

Findings from the 1990 Latino National Political Survey,” Social Science Quarterly 86, no. 1 (March 2005): 192-208. 



  

A study of Catholic Mexican-American women from Los Angeles County found that among 
survey respondents raised in Mexico, education had a “liberalizing effect on their attitudes” 
toward abortion. This trend persisted among U.S.-raised respondents, with the exception of the 
most devout Catholics. Among this group, education had the opposite effect: it made Catholic 
Mexican-American women’s attitudes toward abortion more conservative.3 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Althea Nagai, Ph.D. 

3
 Sandra Rosenhouse-Persson and Georges Sabagh, “Attitudes Toward Abortion Among Catholic Mexican-

American Women: The Effects of Religiosity and Education,” Journal of Demography 20, no.1 (1983): 87-98. 
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Adolescents Who Have Ever Engaged in Sexual Intercourse 

By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who have ever engaged 
in sexual intercourse at the extremes of four demographic 
quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are:  
The children from intact families that worship.  
The children from intact families that do not worship.  
The children from non-intact families that worship.  
The children from non-intact families that do not worship.  

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 



Adolescents Who Have Ever Engaged in Sexual Intercourse by Family Structure 
and Religious Practice 

Wave I of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health)1 found that 
teenagers in intact families that worshipped weekly were least likely to have engaged in sexual 
intercourse.  

Family Structure: At the time of the survey, fewer 13- to 19-year-olds in intact families had ever 
engaged in sexual intercourse than those in non-intact families. Adolescents in intact married 
families were least likely to have ever had sex (31.8%), followed by those in cohabiting 
stepfamilies (39.5%), married stepfamilies (40.6%), single-parent divorced families (43.7%), and 
always single-parent families (49.1%). Teenagers from intact cohabiting families were most 
likely to have ever had sexual intercourse (50.4%). 

Religious Practice: The likelihood that an adolescent had ever had sex decreased as the 
adolescent’s religious involvement increased. Thirteen to nineteen year-olds who attended 
religious services weekly or more within the past year were less likely to have engaged in sexual 
intercourse (30.9%) than those who attended less than monthly but not weekly (36.0%), less 
than monthly (39.9%), or never (44.9%). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Teenagers in intact worshipping families 
were least likely to have ever engaged in sexual intercourse (27.2%). Thirteen to nineteen year 
olds in intact non-worshipping families (38.8%) and non-intact worshipping families (38.9%) 
were more likely to have ever had sex. Teenagers in non-intact families that did not worship 
were most likely to have engaged in sexual intercourse (53.8%). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A large body of research shows that teens who worship 
frequently are less likely to be sexually active. Likewise, youth who receive spiritual support 
from friends and family are less likely to engage in sex, and girls who attend church are less 
likely to experience a teenage pregnancy.2 Eva S. Lefkowitz, Meghan M. Gillen, Cindy L. Shearer, 
and Tanya L. Boone found that religious behavior was the strongest predictor of sexual 
behavior.3 

1 The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a congressionally-mandated longitudinal 
survey of American adolescents. Add Health interviewed a random sample of 20,745 adolescents aged 13-19 in 
1995 drawn from junior high and high schools (Wave I) and has followed them in successive waves in 2001 (Wave 
III) and 2009 (Wave IV).
2 Sharon S. Rostosky, Brian L. Wilcox, Margaret L.C. Wright, and Brandy Randall, “The Impact of religiosity on
Adolescent Sexual Behavior: A Review of the Evidence,” Journal of Adolescent Research: 19 (2004): 677-697.
3 Eva S. Lefkowitz, Meghan M. Gillen, Cindy L. Shearer, and Tanya L. Boone, “Religiosity, Sexual Behaviors, and
Sexual Attitudes During Emerging Adulthood,” The Journal of Sex Research 41 (2004): 150-159.



  

Studies have found that teenagers who place a large emphasis on religion are less likely to 
engage in risky behaviors. They are less likely to abuse alcohol, use marijuana, smoke,4 or 
engage in delinquency.5 Frequent religious worship among adolescents is a powerful good that 
will naturally benefit society.  
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4 Jill W. Sinha, Ram A. Cnaan, and Richard J. Gelles, “Adolescent Risk Behaviors and Religion: Findings from a 
National Study,” Journal of Adolescence: 30 (2007): 231–249. 
5 Mark D. Regnerus and Glenn H. Elder, “Religion and Vulnerability Among Low-Risk Adolescents,” Social Science 
Research: 32 (2003): 633–658. 
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Non-Romantic Sexual Relationships 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who have had non-
romantic sexual relationships at the extremes of four demographic 
quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are: 
The children from intact families that worship. 
The children from intact families that do not worship. 
The children from non-intact families that worship. 
The children from non-intact families that do not worship. 

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 



Non-Romantic Sexual Relationships by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Wave 1 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health)1  found that 
adolescents aged 13 to 19 in intact families that worshipped weekly or more were least likely to 
have had a non-romantic sexual relationship.2  

Family Structure: Fewer teens in intact married families ever had a non-romantic sexual 
partner than those in other family types (20.9 percent versus 30.7 percent, respectively). At the 
time of the survey, 20.9 percent of 13- to 19-year olds in intact married families had engaged in 
non-romantic sexual intercourse, versus 29.2 percent of teens in married stepfamilies, 34.3 
percent of teens in intact cohabiting families, 25.7 percent of teens in cohabiting stepfamilies, 
29.9 percent of teens in single divorced families, and 31.9 percent of teens in always-single 
families. 

Religious Practice: The likelihood that an adolescent had a non-romantic sexual relationship 
decreased as the adolescent’s religious involvement increased. Teens who attended religious 
services weekly or more within the past year were less likely to have had non-romantic sexual 
intercourse (21.5 percent) than those who attended monthly but not weekly (22.5 percent), 
less than monthly (27.5 percent), or never (28.0 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Thirteen to nineteen-year-olds in intact 
worshipping families were least likely to have ever had a non-romantic sexual relationship (18.8 
percent). Teens in intact non-worshipping families (23.6 percent) and non-intact worshipping 
families (28.4 percent) were more likely to have ever had non-romantic sexual intercourse. 
Teens in non-intact families that did not worship were most likely to have had non-romantic 
sexual relationships (35.2 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Research suggests that non-romantic sexual relationships 
or ‘hook-ups’ “may present greater risks for teens regarding unplanned pregnancy and 
exposure to sexually transmitted infections … [and] may be a potential springboard for longer-
term problems associated with relationship patterns that lack commitment.”3 Wendy Manning 
and colleagues also found that “teen’s normative beliefs have significant effects on teenage 
non-romantic sexual activity.”4 An adolescent’s family structure impacts the stability and 

1
 The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a congressionally-mandated longitudinal 

survey of American adolescents. Add Health drew a random sample of adolescents aged 13-19 in 1995 from junior 
high and high schools (Wave I) and has followed them in successive waves in 2001 (Wave III) and 2009 (Wave IV). 
2
 Respondents were asked: “Not counting romantic relationships, have you ever had a sexual relationship with 

anyone?” 
3
 Wendy D. Manning, Monica A. Longmore, and Peggy C. Giordano, “Adolescents’ involvement in non-romantic 

sexual activity,” Social Science Research 34 (2005): 385. 
4
 Wendy D. Manning, Monica A. Longmore, and Peggy C. Giordano, “Adolescents’ involvement in non-romantic 

sexual activity,” Social Science Research 34 (2005): 385. 



durability of the adolescent’s romantic relationships.5 Heidi Lyons et al. concluded that teens 
raised by single parents or stepparents were more likely to partake in casual sexual 
relationships, and were more likely to continue this behavior into adulthood.6 Examining 
retrospective data for 10,847 U.S. women, Robert Quinlan found that divorce/separation 
between birth and age 5 predicted early first sexual intercourse and first pregnancy, and 
shorter duration of first marriage.7 Teens from non-intact families were more likely to have 
sexual intercourse earlier and more frequently than teens in intact families.8 
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6
 Heidi Lyons, Wendy Manning, Peggy Giordano, and Monica Longmore, “Predictors of Heterosexual Casual Sex 

Among Young Adults,”National Institute of Heath 42(2013) available 
at http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3888028/pdf/nihms498099.pdf. 
7
 Robert J. Quinlin, “Father Absence, Parental Care, and Female Reproductive Development, “Evolution and Human 

Behavior 24 (2003): 376-390. 
8
 Samuel W. Sturgeon, “The Relationship Between Family Structure and Adolescent Sexual Activity,” (November 

2008) available athttp://www.familyfacts.org/featuredfinding/ff_01.pdf. 
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Teen Pregnancy and Family Response 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who strongly agree that 
getting pregnant or getting someone else pregnant would 
embarrass their family at the extremes of four demographic 
quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are:  
The children from intact families that worship.  
The children from intact families that do not worship.  
The children from non-intact families that worship.  
The children from non-intact families that do not worship.  

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 



Teen Pregnancy and Family Response by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Wave 1 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) 1 found that 
adolescents aged 13 to 19 in intact families that worshipped weekly or more were most likely to 
strongly agree that a pregnancy would embarrass their family.2  

Family Structure: Teens in intact married families were most likely to report that getting 
pregnant (or getting someone pregnant) would embarrass their family (39.4 percent). They 
were followed by adolescents in cohabiting stepfamilies (32.3 percent), married stepfamilies 
(31.5 percent), single divorced parent families (28.4 percent), always-single-parent families 
(24.5 percent), and intact cohabiting families (21.3 percent). 

Religious Practice: Teens who frequently worshipped were more likely to strongly agree that 
getting pregnant (or getting someone pregnant) would embarrass their family. Thirteen- to 
nineteen-year-olds who attended religious services weekly or more often within the past year 
were more likely to believe that a pregnancy would embarrass their family (42.0 percent) than 
those who attended monthly but not weekly (35.0 percent), less than monthly (31.6 percent), 
or never (26.3 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Thirteen- to nineteen-year-olds in intact 
worshipping families were most likely to strongly agree that getting pregnant or getting 
someone pregnant would embarrass their family (45.8 percent). Teens in intact non-
worshipping families (29.4 percent) and non-intact worshipping families (32.7 percent) were 
less likely to believe that a pregnancy would embarrass their family. Teens in non-intact families 
that did not worship were least likely to think a pregnancy would bring embarrassment (22.7 
percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Family disapproval and embarrassment is an important 
sanction to discourage people from violating social norms.3 Research shows that both family 
structure and religious attendance form these norms. For instance, Les B. Whitbeck, Ronald L 
Simons, and Meei-Ying Kao found that sexual permissiveness of divorced parents significantly 
increases permissive attitudes in their children.4 On the other hand, family rules and parental 

1 The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a congressionally-mandated longitudinal 
survey of American adolescents. Add Health drew a random sample of adolescents aged 13-19 in 1995 from junior 
high and high schools (Wave I) and has followed them in successive waves in 2001 (Wave III) and 2009 (Wave IV). 
2 Respondents were asked to react to the statement “If you got pregnant [males: if you got someone pregnant], it 
would be embarrassing for your family.” Their options included: “strongly agree,” “agree,” “neither agree nor 
disagree,” “disagree,” “strongly disagree,” “refused,” “don’t know,” or “not applicable.” 
3 Alexander Staller and Paolo Petta, “Introducing Emotions into the Computational Study of Social Norms: A First 
Evaluation,” Journal of Artificial Societies and Social Stimulations 4 (2001). 
4 Les B. Whitbeck, Ronald L Simons, and Meei-Ying Kao, “The Effects of Divorced Mother’s Dating Behaviors and 
Sexual Attitudes on the Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors of Their Adolescent Children,” Journal of Marriage and 
Family 56 (1994): 615-621. 



  

supervision of dating are associated with teens not having sexual intercourse, a later sexual 
debut, and fewer sexual partners.5 

Likewise, religiosity establishes stricter sexual norms. Amy Burdette and Terrence Hill found 
that an increase in private religiosity is associated with a 93 percent reduction in the odds of 
sexual intercourse among 13-year-olds, and a 97 percent reduction in the odds of sexual debut 
for 17-year-olds.6 
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Father Strongly Disapproves of Adolescent Sexual Intercourse 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the number of children who feel that their father 
would strongly disapprove if they engaged in sexual intercourse, at 
the extremes of four demographic quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are:  
The children from intact families that worship.  
The children from intact families that do not worship.  
The children from non-intact families that worship.  
The children from non-intact families that do not worship.  

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Wave I 



Father Strongly Disapproves of Adolescent Sexual Intercourse by Family 
Structure and Religious Practice 

Wave 1 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) 1 found that 
adolescents aged 13 to 19 in intact families that worshipped weekly or more were most likely to 
feel that their father would strongly disapprove2 of their engaging in sexual intercourse at this 
time in their life.  

Family Structure: Adolescents in intact married families were most likely to feel that their 
father would strongly disapprove of their engaging in sexual intercourse (64.1 percent). They 
were followed by teens raised in a married stepfamily (51.8 percent), an always-single-parent 
family (48.1 percent), an intact cohabiting family (45.4 percent, a single-divorce-parent family 
(43.8 percent), and a cohabiting stepfamily (26.3 percent). Notably, adolescents raised in an 
intact married family were more than twice as likely as adolescents raised in a cohabiting 
stepfamily to think their father would disapprove of sexual intercourse (64.1 percent versus 
26.3 percent, respectively). 

Religious Practice: Teens who attended religious services were more likely to feel that their 
father would strongly disapprove of their engaging in sexual intercourse. Thirteen- to nineteen-
year-olds who worshipped weekly or more often within the past year were more likely to 
believe that their father would disapprove of their having sexual intercourse (70.2 percent) 
than those who attended monthly but not weekly (60.9 percent), less than monthly (55.8 
percent), or never (52.7 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Thirteen- to nineteen-year-olds in intact 
worshipping families were most likely to feel that their father would strongly disapprove of 
their engaging in sexual intercourse (71.6 percent). Teens in non-intact worshipping families 
(55.1%) and intact non-worshipping families (54.5 percent) were less likely to believe their 
father would strongly disapprove of sexual intercourse. Teens in non-intact families that did not 
worship were least likely to think their father would disapprove (45.6 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Parents play a significant role in shaping adolescent sexual 
behavior. Vincent Guilamo-Ramos et al. found that paternal disapproval of teen sexual activity 
was associated with later sexual debut,3 while Carl A. Ford et al. showed that an adolescent’s 
perceived parental disapproval of sexual intercourse has a protective influence on the teen’s 

1 The National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a congressionally-mandated longitudinal 
survey of American adolescents. Add Health drew a random sample of adolescents aged 13-19 in 1995 from junior 
high and high schools (Wave I) and has followed them in successive waves in 2001 (Wave III) and 2009 (Wave IV). 
2 Respondents were asked to react to the statement "How would [your father] feel about your having sex at this 
time in your life?" Their options included: “strongly disapprove,” “disapprove,” “neither disapprove nor approve,” 
“approve,” “strongly approve,” “refused,” “don’t know,” or “not applicable.” 
3 Vincent Guilamo-Ramos, Alida Bouris, Jane Lee, Katharine McCarthy, Shannon L. Micahel, Seraphine Pitt-Barnes, 
and Patricia Dittus, “Paternal Influences on Adolescent Sexual Risk Behaviors: A Structured Literature Review,” 
Pediatrics 130 (2012): e1314-e1325. 



  

risk for acquiring STIs.4 Married parents are most likely to exhibit traits, such as these, that 
foster an environment that prevents early sexual activity and/ or risky sexual conduct.5 
Improving adolescent sexual behavior begins in the home with the parents. 
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Adolescents Who Have Had Four or More Sexual Partners 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

This chart looks at the number of adolescents who have had four or 
more sexual partners in the past year, at the extremes of four 
demographic quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are:  
The children from intact families that worship.  
The children from intact families that do not worship.  
The children from non-intact families that worship.  
The children from non-intact families that do not worship.  

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave I 



Adolescents Who Have Had Four or More Sexual Partners by Family Structure 
and Religious Practice 

Adolescents (aged 13 to 19) raised in an intact family that attended religious services weekly or 
more were least likely to have had four or more sexual partners in the past year, according to 
the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health.1 

Family Structure: Adolescents raised in intact married families were least likely to have had 
four or more sexual partners in the past year (5.9 percent). Teens raised in married stepfamilies 
were more likely to have had four or more sexual partners (9.9 percent), as were those in intact 
cohabiting families (11.7 percent), single-divorced-parent families (11.9 percent), and 
cohabiting stepfamilies (15.8 percent). Comparatively, adolescents raised in cohabiting 
stepfamilies were more than twice as likely as those raised in intact married families to have 
had four or more sexual partners (15.8 percent versus 5.9 percent, respectively). 

Religious Practice: Thirteen-to-nineteen-year-olds who attended religious services weekly or 
more were least likely to have had four or more sexual partners in the past year (6.3 percent). 
Adolescents who never attended church and adolescents who attended less than once a week 
were more likely to have four or more sexual partners: there was almost no statistical 
difference between the two (8.8 percent verse 8.9 percent respectively). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Adolescents were least likely to have four 
or more sexual partners in the past year when raised in intact worshipping families (4.4 
percent). Teens raised in intact non-worshipping families were more likely to have four or more 
sexual partners (5.6 percent), as were those in non-intact worshipping families (11.3 percent) 
and non-intact non-worshiping families (14 percent). Comparatively, those from non-intact 
non-worshiping families were more than three times as likely to have four or more sexual 
partners as those raise in an intact worshiping family (14 percent versus 4.4 percent 
respectively). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Research shows that adolescent girls living in intact 
married families have the fewest number of sexual partners prior to marriage of any family 
structure (on average 0.71 sexual partners).2 Research also shows that adolescents from intact 
married families have the fewest number of sexual partners, principally due to the effect of 
intact family structure on delaying sexual debut.3  

1The data come from Wave 1 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health).  Respondents 
were asked to respond to the question "Since January 1, with how many people in total have you had a sexual 
relationship?" Their answers choices were to give a specific number or to answer “refused,” “legitimate skip,” 
“don’t know,” or “not applicable.”  
2 Patrick F. Fagan, “Family Structure and Sexual Intercourse Partners--Adolescent Girls.” MARRI, Available at 
http://marri.us/get.cfm?i=MA08E04  
3 Samuel W. Sturgeon, “The Relationship between Family Structure and Adolescent Sexual Activity” The Heritage 
Foundation (November 2008): 13. Available at http://www.familyfacts.org/featuredfinding/ff_01.pdf. 

http://marri.us/get.cfm?i=MA08E04
http://www.familyfacts.org/featuredfinding/ff_01.pdf


  

Religious worship also plays a role in premarital sexual activity. According to the Relationships 
in America Survey, those who are married and attending religious service weekly are 31 percent 
less likely to have had premarital sex than those who are married and have never attended 
religious service.4  
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Adolescents OK with Having a Child Out-of-Wedlock 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the number of adolescents who would consider 
having a child outside of marriage, at the extremes of four 
demographic quadrants.  

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of 
marital statuses (intact versus non-intact)* and two sets of religious 
attendance (worship vs. no worship).** 

The individuals occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of 
these quadrants are:  
The children from intact families that worship.  
The children from intact families that do not worship.  
The children from non-intact families that worship.  
The children from non-intact families that do not worship.  

*The intact married family consists of children who live with their
two biological parents who are married. Non-intact includes all
other family types.
**Those who worship report attending religious services once a
week or more often in the past year. Those who do not worship
never attended religious services in the past year.

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 



Adolescents OK with Having a Child Out-of-Wedlock by Family Structure and 
Religious Practice 

The percentage of adolescents (aged 13 to 19) who would consider having a child outside of 
marriage was lowest among those who were raised in intact families that attended religious 
services weekly or more.1 

Family Structure: For teenagers aged 13 to 19, the likelihood that they would consider having a 
child out of wedlock differed significantly from one family structure to another as the following 
illustrates:  

 Intact Married Family (18.2 percent): Least likely

 Married Step Families (20.4 percent).

 Cohabiting Stepfamilies (21.3 percent).

 Single-Divorced-Parent Families (23.7 percent).

 Always Single Families (32.9 percent).

 Biologically Intact Cohabiting Families (34.6 percent): Most likely
Adolescents raised in biologically intact cohabiting families were almost twice as likely as those 
raised in intact married families to be ok with having a child out-of-wedlock (34.6 percent 
versus 18.2 percent, respectively).  

Religious Practice: For teenagers aged 13 to 19, the likelihood that they would consider having 
a child out of wedlock differed significantly from one level of worship to another as the 
following illustrates: 

 Attend Religious Service Weekly or More (16.7 percent): Least likely

 Attend Religious Service Monthly but Not Weekly (21.5 percent).

 Attend Religious Service Less Than Monthly (24 percent).

 Never Attend Religious Service (26.5 percent): Most likely

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: For teenagers aged 13 to 19, the likelihood 
that they would consider having a child out of wedlock differed significantly among the 
different combinations of family intactness and levels of religious worship as the following 
illustrates: 

 Intact Worshipping Families (14 percent): Least likely

 Non-Intact Worshipping Families (22.3 percent).

 Intact Non-Worshipping Families (24.4 percent).

 Non-intact non-worshiping families (28.8 percent): Most likely
Those from non-intact non-worshiping families were twice as likely to consider having a child 
out-of-wedlock as those raised in an intact worshiping family (28.8 percent versus 14 percent 
respectively). 

1The data come from Wave 1 of the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add Health).  Respondents 
were asked to respond to the question "Since January 1, with how many people in total have you had a sexual 
relationship?" Their answers choices were to give a specific number or to answer “refused,” “legitimate skip,” 
“don’t know,” or “not applicable.”  



  

Related Insights from Other Studies: MARRI has previously shown that females who grew up in 
intact families who worshiped weekly were least likely to have an unwed pregnancy (18 
percent), and females from non-intact families were most likely (40 percent).2 

Using the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, Jay Teachman of Western Washington 
University found that women who grew up in intact families were less likely to cohabit before 
marriage, or to have a premarital birth or conception. Women who were most likely to have 
premarital conceptions were those who experienced parental divorce or remarriage.3 

According to data from the Intergenerational Panel Study of Parents and Children, (which 
looked at white mothers and their children over a 31 year period) the more frequently 18-year-
olds attended religious services, the more likely they were to disapprove of premarital sex, 
cohabitation, abortion, and divorce.4 
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Journal of Family Issues Vol. 25, No. 1 (January 2004) pp. 86-111. 
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Adolescent Hard Drug Use 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who have ever tried hard drugs when correlated with religious 
attendance and family structure. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12.  

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.  This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation, Washington, D.C. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12.  



Adolescent Hard Drug Use by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Wave I, 
children who lived with both biological parents were less inclined to try hard drugs (8.77 
percent of adolescents with cohabiting biological parents and 10.88 percent of adolescents with 
married parents).1 More than 15 percent of adolescents whose parents were divorced had used 
hard drugs. Just 8.23 percent of adolescents whose parents never married admitted to ever 
using hard drugs. 

Religious Practice: Only 7.72 percent of students in Grades 7-12 who worshipped at least 
weekly had ever used hard drugs, whereas 17.99 percent of those who never worshipped 
admitted to using hard drugs.  In between were those who attended worship service one to 
three times a month (11.22 percent) and less than once a month (16.22 percent).  The data 
were taken from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 8.5 percent of adolescent students 
who lived with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had ever tried hard 
drugs.  By contrast, over 20 percent of adolescent students who worshipped less than monthly 
and came from broken or reconstituted families had used hard drugs.  In between were those 
in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (9.5 percent) and those who lived in 
intact families but worshipped less than monthly (14.6 percent).  The data were taken from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings.  Jerry Trusty of Texas A&M University found that students who attend religious 
activities are more likely to have involved parents and less likely to use drugs.2  

Jo Anne Grunbaum of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and colleagues found that 
increased church attendance and family involvement are significantly associated with 
decreased cocaine use among students in high school recovery/dropout prevention programs.3 

Analyzing data from a random set of 13,250 adolescents in Utah in 1994, Stephen Bahr of 
Brigham Young University and colleagues reported that while good father-adolescent 
relationships, as well as good mother-adolescent relationships, have an effect on deterring drug 
use, a much more significant deterrent to drug use is a student’s religiosity.4 

1 There is no statistical difference between these two data sets. 
2 Jerry Trusty, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to Educational, Career, and 
Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values 44.1 (1999): 30-40. This finding is from www.familyfacts.org.  
3 J. A. Grunbaum, S. Tortolero, N. Weller, and P. Gingiss, “Cultural, Social, and Intrapersonal Factors Associated 
with Substance Use among Alternative High Schools,” Addictive Behaviors 25 (2000): 145-151. 
4 Stephen J. Bahr, Suzanne L. Maughan, Anastasios C. Marcos, and Bingdao Li, “Family, Religiosity, and the Risk of 
Adolescent Drug Use,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 60 (1998): 979-992. 

http://www.familyfacts.org/


Ray Merrill of Brigham Young University and colleagues found that students at Brigham Young 
University were less likely to have used drugs if their parents were involved in church and had 
frequent discussions with their children about appropriate conduct.  By contrast, those 
students whose parents had a neutral or dismissive attitude toward religion were more likely to 
have used drugs.5 

While religious attendance appears to be even more protective than intact marriage, the intact 
married family that worships frequently is the most protective.  The two great loves, of spouse 
and of God, make a difference to adolescents. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

5 R. M. Merrill, R. D. Salazar, and N. W. Gardner, “Relationship between Family Religiosity and Drug Use Behavior 
among Youth,” Social Behavior and Personality 29 (2001): 347-357. 
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Shoplifting Among Adolescents 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who have repeatedly shoplifted (3+ times) when correlated with 
religious attendance and family structure.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. This 
work was done by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12.  



Shoplifting Among Adolescents by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Waves I 
and II, only 7.7 percent of adolescents living with married parents and 5.9 percent of 
adolescents living with cohabiting biological parents were repeat shoplifters (3+ times).1 Almost 
9 percent of adolescents living with a single never-married parent and almost 10 percent of 
adolescents living with a divorced parent had shoplifted repeatedly. This percentage jumps to 
12.4 percent for adolescents living with a stepparent or with one natural cohabiting parent (12 
percent). 

Religious Practice: Whereas only 6.2 percent of students in Grades 7-12 who worshipped at 
least weekly had shoplifted three or more times, 10.9 percent of those who never worshipped 
were repeat shoplifters. In between were those who attended one to three times a month (7.5 
percent) and less than once a month (10.4 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 6.1 percent of adolescent students 
who lived with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had repeatedly 
shoplifted. By contrast, over 12 percent of adolescent students who worshipped less than 
monthly and came from single-parent or reconstituted families had shoplifted repeatedly. In 
between were those in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (7.9 percent) and 
those who lived in intact families but worshipped less than monthly (9.9 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: 2 Several studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Byron Johnson of Baylor University and colleagues found that while religiosity in 
adolescents has a negative impact on delinquency, adolescents who live with both biological 
parents are also less likely to associate with delinquent friends.3 

Mark Regnerus of the University of Texas at Austin reported that adolescents with higher family 
satisfaction and a greater degree of parent religiosity are less likely to be delinquent.4 

In another study, Regnerus and Glen Elder of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
found that the more important religion is to adolescents and the more satisfied adolescents are 
with their family, the less likely they are to engage in delinquent behavior.5 

1 Given the variance in both instances there is no significant difference between these two structures. 
2 The last two findings are from www.familyfacts.org. 
3 Byron R. Johnson, et al., “Does Adolescent Religious Commitment Matter? A Reexamination of the Effects of 
Religiosity on Delinquency,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 38 (2001): 22-40. 
4 Mark D. Regnerus, “Linked Lives, Faith and Behavior: Intergenerational Religious Influence on Adolescent 
Delinquency,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 42 (2003): 189-203. 
5 Mark. D. Regnerus and Glen H. Elder, “Religion and Vulnerability among Low-Risk Adolescents,” Social Science 
Research 32 (2003): 633-658. 



  

Jerry Trusty of Texas A&M University also reported that the greater the import adolescents 
place on religion and the more often they attend religious activities, the more likely they are to 
have involved parents and the less likely they are to be delinquent.6 

The moral beliefs and values developed through frequent religious worship and an intact family 
powerfully counteract the temptations of shoplifting and other delinquent acts. Through 
attendance at religious service and the influence of married parents, adolescents are more 
likely to respect others’ property. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

6 Jerry Trusty, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to Educational, Career, and 
Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values 44 (1999): 30-40. 
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Adolescents Who Have Ever Been In A Fight 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who have ever been in a fight, correlated with religious attendance 
and family structure.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12. 

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health.  This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation, Washington, D.C. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I and II. 
Adolescents Grades 7-12. 



Adolescents Who Have Ever Been In a Fight by Family Structure and Religious 
Practice 

Family Structure: According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Waves I 
and II, 42.6 percent of adolescents living in a cohabiting stepfamily had been in a fight, whereas 
only 28.8 percent of children with married parents had ever been in a fight. Among other family 
structures, 32.3 percent of adolescents living in stepfamilies, 36.7 percent of those living with 
cohabiting biological parents, 39.5 percent of those with divorced parents, and 39.6 percent of 
those with never married parents had ever been in a fight. 

Religious Practice: Waves I and II of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 
showed that 37.9 percent of students in Grades 7-12 who never worshipped had been in a 
fight, whereas only 27.7 percent of adolescents who worshipped at least weekly had been in a 
fight. Of those who attended religious services between one and three times a month, 33.5 
percent had been in a fight, and of those who worship less than once a month, 35.4 percent 
had been in a fight.   

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 27.1 percent of adolescents who lived 
with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had ever been in a fight. By 
contrast, 43.5 percent of adolescent students who worshipped less than monthly and came 
from single-parent or reconstituted families had ever been in a fight. In between were those in 
non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (34.3 percent) and those who lived with 
both biological parents and worshipped less than monthly (32.1 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Many other studies confirm the direction of these 
findings. Wendy Manning and Kathleen Lamb of Bowling Green State University reported that 
teens who were more religious had less behavioral problems than other teens. They also found 
that adolescents living with married biological parents were less delinquent than those living 
within any other family structure.1 

Michelle Pearce of Yale University and colleagues found that “a greater level of parent 
involvement and private religious practices were associated with a decrease in conduct 
problems over a 1-year period.”2 

Lela McKnight and Ann Loper of the University of Virginia also reported that residing in a single-
parent household was one of only two significant risk factors associated with delinquency in 
female adolescents. Degree of religious belief was one of five significant resilience factors.3 

1 Wendy D. Manning and Kathleen A. Lamb, “Adolescent Well-Being in Cohabiting, Married, and Single-Parent 
Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family 65 (2003): 876-893. 
2 Michelle J. Pearce, Stephanie M. Jones, Mary E. Schwab-Stone, and Vladislav Ruchkin, “The Protective Effects of 
Religiousness and Parent Involvement on the Development of Conduct Problems among Youth Exposed to 
Violence,” Child Development 74.6 (2003): 1682-1696. 



Christian Smith of the University of Notre Dame found that adolescent children whose parents 
attended church regularly were more likely to expect their parents to be upset if they 
discovered their children had been fighting.4 

When it comes to keeping children from getting into fights, the intact married family that 
worships regularly is the most effective peacekeeping force. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

3 Lela Renee McKnight and Ann Booker Loper, “The Effect of Risk and Resilience Factors on the Prediction of 
Delinquency in Adolescent Girls,” Social Psychology International 23.2 (2002): 186-198. 
4 Christian Smith, “Religious Participation and Parental Moral Expectations and Supervision of American Youth,” 
Reviews of Religious Research 44.4 (2003): 414-424. This finding is from www.familyfacts.org. 
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Adolescents Who Got Drunk 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who admitted to getting drunk in the year prior to being asked, 
correlated with religious attendance and family structure.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Waves I. Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 



Adolescents Who Got Drunk by Family Structure and Religious Practice

Family Structure: Children who lived with both biological parents were less likely to get drunk 
(25.4 percent of those living with cohabiting biological parents and 26.6 percent of those living 
with married parents).1 Nearly 33 percent of adolescents whose parents were divorced got 
drunk in the year prior to being surveyed, and for those living with a step-parent or only one 
biological cohabiting parent, the percentage increased to 38.7 and 39.6, respectively. Just 23.1 
percent of adolescents whose parents never married admitted to getting drunk within that 
timeframe. 

Religious Practice: 19.1 percent of students in Grades 7-12 who attended religious services at 
least weekly got drunk in the year prior to being asked. By contrast, 35.2 percent of adolescents 
who never worshipped, 31.9 percent of those who worshipped one to three times a month, and 
39.3 percent of those who attended religious services less than once a month admitted to 
getting drunk within that timeframe. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 22.4 percent of adolescents who lived 
with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had abused alcohol. By contrast, 
41.2 percent of adolescents who worshipped less than monthly and came from single-parent or 
reconstituted families had abused alcohol. In between were those in non-intact families who 
worshipped at least monthly (24.5 percent) and those who lived with both biological parents 
and worshipped less than monthly (33.4 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Roy Oman of the University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center and colleagues found 
“a positive, significant relationship between [participation in church or religious activities] and 
the nonuse of alcohol” and also that “[y]ouths from 2-parent households were significantly 
more likely than those from 1-parent households to report nonuse of alcohol.”2 

W. Alex Mason and Michael Windle of the University of Alabama at Birmingham reported that
adolescents who had close familial bonds “were more likely to be religiously committed and
involved” and that this religious commitment and familial support were both directly related to
less alcohol consumption over time.3

In a study of adolescent students in British schools, Ian Sutherland and Jonathan Shepherd of 
the University of Wales College of Medicine found that 31.4 percent of students who frequently 
attended religious services regularly used alcohol regularly, compared to 68.3 percent of 
students who did not attend religious services, and that “[a]dolescents without religious 

1 There is no statistical difference between these two data sets. 
2 Roy F. Oman, et al., “The Potential Protective Effect of Youth Assets on Adolescent Alcohol and Drug Use,” 
American Journal of Public Health, vol. 94 (2004): 1425-1430. 
3 W. Alex Mason and Michael Windle, “Family, Religious, School and Peer Influences on Adolescent Alcohol Use: A 
Longitudinal Study,” Journal of Studies on Alcohol, vol. 62 (2001): 44-53. 



convictions were…2.8 times as likely to drink alcohol.” They also noted that 59.4 percent of 
students from intact families regularly used alcohol, compared to 65.9 percent of those from 
non-intact families.4 

The data indicate that the intact family that worships frequently is most protective against the 
abuse of alcohol among minors. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

4 I. Sutherland and J. P. Shepherd, “Social Dimensions of Adolescent Substance Use,” Addiction, vol. 96 (2001): 445-
458. This finding is from www.familyfacts.org.
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Adolescents Suspended or Expelled From School 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Adolescents  
Grades 7-12.  

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done by 
the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Adolescents  
Grades 7-12.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Adolescents  
Grades 7-12.  



Adolescents Suspended or Expelled From School by Family Structure and 
Religious Practice 

Family Structure: Based on the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Wave I, 20.3 
percent of students in Grades 7-12 who lived with their married, biological parents had ever 
been suspended or expelled from school. By contrast, more than 50 percent of adolescents 
who lived with a single, never-married parent had ever been suspended or expelled. In 
between were those who lived with two biological cohabiting parents (34.3 percent), those 
who lived with a step-parent (35.9 percent), those whose parents were divorced (37 percent), 
and those who lived with one biological cohabiting parent (40.8 percent). 

Religious Practice: The Adolescent Health Study also showed that 20.9 percent of students in 
Grades 7-12 who worshipped at least weekly had ever been suspended or expelled. By contrast, 
almost 39 percent of adolescents who never worshipped had been suspended or expelled. In 
between were those who attended services one to three times a month (27.6 percent) and 
those who attended services less than once a month (30.4 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 17.3 percent of adolescent students 
who were living with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had ever been 
suspended or expelled from school. By contrast, 46.7 percent who worshipped less than 
monthly and came from single-parent or reconstituted families had been expelled or 
suspended. In between were those who lived with both biological parents and worshipped less 
than monthly (25.5 percent) and those in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly 
(32.5 percent).  

Related Insights from Other Studies: Though little additional research has been done on the 
correlation of religious attendance, family structure, and expulsion or suspension from school, 
several studies corroborate the direction of these findings.  

Wendy Manning of Bowling Green State University and Kathleen Lamb of the University of 
Wisconsin reported that adolescents who were more religious were less likely to be suspended 
or expelled, as were adolescents who lived with their married parents.1 

Bryon Johnson of Baylor University and colleagues analyzed delinquency data from the National 
Youth Survey, which included delinquency measures such as “damaged school property,” “hit 
teacher,” “hit students,” and “skipped classes.” They found that adolescent religiosity was 
associated with lower levels of delinquency and that adolescents who lived with both biological 
parents were less likely to associate with delinquent friends.2 

1 Wendy D. Manning and Kathleen A. Lamb, “Adolescent Well-Being in Cohabiting, Married, and Single-Parent 
Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family, vol. 65 (2003): 876-893. 
2 Byron R. Johnson, et al., “Does Adolescent Religious Commitment Matter? A Reexamination of the Effects of 
Religiosity on Delinquency,” vol. 38 (2001): 22-44. 



Jerry Trusty of Texas A&M University and Richard Watts of Baylor University found that the 
more often adolescents attended religious activities and the greater importance they gave to 
religion, the more likely they were to have involved parents and the less likely they were to be 
delinquent.3 

When it comes to keeping adolescents from being expelled, the intact married family that 
worships weekly earns the best marks. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

3 Jerry Trusty and Richard E. Watts, “Relationship of High School Seniors’ Religious Perceptions and Behavior to 
Educational, Career, and Leisure Variables,” Counseling and Values, vol. 44 (1999): 30-40. The three delinquency 
measures derived from the National Education Longitudinal Study included school suspensions, arrests, and time 
spent in juvenile centers. 
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Theft Among Adolescents 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who have ever stolen more than $50 worth of goods, correlated 
with religious attendance and family structure.   

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents  
Grades 7-12. 

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents  
Grades 7-12. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents  
Grades 7-12. 



Theft Among Adolescents by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to a confidential survey conducted as part of the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, 13 percent of children who lived in intact married 
families admitted to having stolen at least $50 worth of goods. By comparison, 18.8 percent of 
children whose parents never married, 19 percent of those whose parents were divorced, 19.8 
percent of those living with a step-parent, 14.5 percent of those living with cohabiting biological 
parents, and 22.6 percent of those living in cohabiting stepfamilies had stolen at least $50 
worth. 

Religious Practice: The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health showed that 12.7 
percent of students in Grades 7-12 who attended religious services at least weekly admitted to 
having stolen at least $50 worth of goods. By comparison, 18.7 percent of those who never 
worshipped, 14.4 percent of those who worshipped one to three times a month, and 17.6 
percent of those who attended religious services less than once a month had committed similar 
thefts. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 11.7 percent of adolescents who lived 
with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had ever stolen at least $50 
worth of goods. By contrast, 23.5 percent of adolescents who worshipped less than monthly 
and came from single-parent or reconstituted families had stolen similar amounts. In between 
were those in non-intact families who worshipped at least monthly (15.8 percent) and those 
who lived with both biological parents and worshipped less than monthly (15.3 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Though little additional research has been done that 
correlates these three measures, what studies exist corroborate the direction of these findings. 
Wendy Manning of Bowling Green State University and Kathleen Lamb of the University of 
Wisconsin reported that adolescents who were more religious were less likely to be delinquent, 
as were adolescents who lived with their married parents.2 

Mark Regnerus of the University of Texas at Austin and Glen Elder of the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill found that adolescents who attended religious services at least weekly 
and adolescents who are satisfied with their family were less likely to engage in delinquent 
behavior.3  

2 Wendy D. Manning and Kathleen A. Lamb, “Adolescent Well-Being in Cohabiting, Married, and Single-Parent 
Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family, vol. 65 (2003): 876-893. The delinquency measures included stealing 
something worth more than $50 and stealing something worth less than $50. 
3 Mark D. Regnerus and Glen H. Elder, “Religion and Vulnerability among Low-Risk Adolescents,” Social Science 
Research, vol. 32 (2003): 633-658. The delinquency measures included stealing something worth more than $50 
and stealing something worth less than $50. 



  

In another study, Regnerus reported that family satisfaction and religiosity were strong 
protective factors against adolescent delinquency, although religiosity affected adolescent boys 
only indirectly through higher levels of family satisfaction.4  

The available evidence indicates that the dual influence of religious attendance and an intact 
married family prove to be effective in reducing theft by adolescents. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

4 Mark D. Regnerus, “Linked Lives, Faith, and Behavior: Intergenerational Religious Influence on Adolescent 
Delinquency,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 42 (2003): 189-203. The delinquency measures 
included stealing something worth more than $50 and stealing something worth less than $50. 
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Adolescence Who Have Run Away 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

These charts depict the percentage of adolescents in Grades 7-12 
who have ever run away, correlated with religious attendance and 
family structure.  

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 

These charts draw on a large national sample (16,000) from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. This work was done 
by the author in cooperation with former colleagues at The Heritage Foundation. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 

Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Adolescents 
Grades 7-12. 



  

Adolescence Who Have Run Away by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: Based on National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, 6.3 percent of 
students in Grades 7-12 who lived with their married, biological parents had run away from 
home before. By contrast, 11.9 percent of adolescents who lived with a stepparent havd run 
away from home. In between were those who lived with two biological cohabiting parents (8.6 
percent), those whose parents were divorced (10.5 percent), those who lived in a cohabiting 
stepfamily (10.9 percent), and those who lived with a single, never-married parent (11.1 
percent). 

Religious Practice: According to the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, 6.4 
percent of students in Grades 7-12 who worshipped at least weekly had run away from home. 
By contrast, 11.5 percent of students who never worshipped had run away from home. In 
between were those who worshipped one to three times a month (7.3 percent) and those who 
worshipped less than once a month (10.3 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 5.2 percent of adolescents who lived 
with both biological parents and worshipped at least monthly had ever run away from home. By 
contrast, more than 13.1 percent of adolescents who worshipped less than monthly and came 
from single-parent or reconstituted families had run away. In between were those in non-intact 
families who worshipped at least monthly (8.5 percent) and those who lived with both 
biological parents and worshipped less than monthly (8.1 percent).  

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Having analyzed delinquency data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health, Lela McKnight and Ann Loper of the University of Virginia reported that single-parent 
status was a significant risk factor for adolescent female delinquency while religious belief was 
a significant resiliency factor.2 

Wendy Manning and Kathleen Lamb of Bowling Green State University also found that 
adolescents who lived with both biological parents and were more religious were less likely to 
be delinquent.3As the evidence indicates, religious attendance and the intact married family are 
a powerful tandem of effective guardians against runaway adolescents. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

2 Lela Renee’ McKnight and Ann Booker Loper, “The Effect of Risk and Resilience Factors on the Prediction of 
Delinquency in Adolescent Girls,” School Psychology International, vol. 23 (2002): 186-198. The delinquency 
measures included running away from home. 
3 Wendy D. Manning and Kathleen A. Lamb, “Adolescent Well-Being in Cohabiting, Married, and Single-Parent 
Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family, vol. 65 (2003): 876-893. The delinquency measures included running 
away from home. 
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Adolescents Who Viewed X-Rated Films 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart groups the data in four categories: frequency of religious 
attendance (monthly or more/less than monthly) and family 
structure (intact/non-intact).  

The intact category comprises families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category comprises families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

Source:  General Social Survey, 1972-2006 

These charts draw on data collected by the General Social Survey, 1972-2006. From 1972 to 1993, the sample size averaged 1,500 each 
year. No GSS was conducted in 1979, 1981, or 1992. Since 1994, the GSS has been conducted only in even-numbered years and uses two 
samples per GSS that total approximately 3,000. In 2006, a third sample was added for a total sample size of 4,510. 

Source:  General Social Survey, 1972-2006 

Source:  General Social Survey, 1972-2006 



Adolescents Who Viewed X-Rated Films by Family Structure and Religious 
Practice 

Family Structure: Based on the 1972-2006 General Social Survey, 21 percent of adults who lived 
in an intact family as adolescents had viewed an X-rated movie in the last year, compared to 29 
percent of those who lived in a non-intact family. 

Religious Practice: According to the General Social Survey 21.9 percent of adults who attended 
religious services at least monthly as adolescents had viewed an X-rated movie in the last year, 
compared to 26.6 percent of adults who attended worship less than monthly as adolescents. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: About 21 percent of adults who attended 
religious services at least monthly and lived in an intact family as adolescents had viewed an X-
rated film in the last year, compared to 34 percent of adults who attended religious services 
less than monthly and lived in a non-intact family as adolescents. In between were those who 
lived in an intact family but attended religious services less than monthly (25 percent) and 
those who had attended religious services at least monthly but lived in a non-intact family (28 
percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Several other studies corroborate the direction of these 
findings. Gina Wingood of the Rollins School of Public Health and colleagues found that, among 
black female adolescents, "[e]xposure to X-rated movies was associated with residing in a 
single-parent family and being monitored by someone other than one's mother."1 

Jay Grosfeld of the Indiana University School of Medicine also found that children living in 
"single parent and broken homes" were more likely to be exposed to pornography.2 

Elissa Benedek of the University of Michigan and Catherine Brown, executive editor of 
Psychiatric News, reported that children from single-parent homes are most at risk from 
exposure to televised pornography.3 

In terms of religion, Stephen Tibbetts and Michael Blankenship of East Tennessee State 
University found that those with no religious affiliation were more tolerant of X-rated video 
stores, even more so when these stores were present in their own neighborhood.4 

1 Gina M. Wingood, et al., "Exposure to X-rated Movies and Adolescents' Sexual and Contraceptive-Related 
Attitudes and Behaviors," Pediatrics, vol. 107 (2001): 1116-1119.   
2 Jay Grosfeld, "The Plight of Children," Annals of Surgery, vol. 246 (2007): 343-350. 
3 Elissa P. Benedek and Catherine F. Brown, "No Excuses: Televised Pornography Harms Children," Harvard Review 
of Psychiatry, vol. 7 (1999): 236-240. 
4 Stephen G. Tibbetts and Michael B. Blankenship, "Explaining Citizens' Attitudes Toward Pornography: Differential 
Effects of Predictors Across Levels of Geographic Proximity to Other Sources," Justice Quarterly, vol. 16 (1999): 
735-763.



  

In an examination of Australian adolescents, Joan Abbott-Chapman and Carey Denholm of the 
University of Tasmania also reported a correlation between high levels of religiosity and 
avoidance of X-rated films. They found that religious beliefs, in and of themselves, are only 
weakly associated with avoiding X-rated films. "The positive, normative reinforcement of 
belonging to a church, school and/or community group of shared values is also needed."5 

As the data indicate, growing up in an intact family that worships frequently proves to be an 
effective protector against X-rated movie viewing in adolescence and in adulthood. 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 
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5 Joan Abbott-Chapman and Carey Denholm, "Adolescents' Risk Activities, Risk Hierarchies and the Influence of 
Religiosity," Journal of Youth Studies, vol. 4 (2001): 279-297. 
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Smoking Among Adults 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

This chart groups the data in four categories, with two different 
configurations for each of two major indicators, frequency of 
religious attendance (monthly or more frequently vs. less than 
monthly or never) and family structure (intact vs. non-intact).  

The intact category consists of families with both biological parents, 
married or unmarried, raising their children. The non-intact 
category is composed of families without both biological parents, 
including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, divorced 
single-parent families, and always single-parent families.  

The resultant four categories are 1) intact family with monthly or 
more religious attendance; 2) intact family with less than monthly 
religious attendance; 3) non-intact family with monthly or more 
religious attendance; and 4) non-intact family with less than 
monthly religious attendance. 

Source:  General Social Surveys, 1972-2006 

This chart draws on data collected by the General Social Surveys, 1972-2006. From 1972 to 1993, the sample size averaged 1,500 each 
year. No GSS was conducted in 1979, 1981, or 1992. Since 1994, the GSS has been conducted only in even-numbered years and uses two 
samples per GSS that total approximately 3,000. In 2006, a third sample was added for a total sample size of 4,510. 

Source:  General Social Surveys, 1972-2006 

Source:  General Social Surveys, 1972-2006 



Smoking Among Adults by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: Adults who grew up living with both biological parents are less likely to smoke 
than those who did not. According to the General Social Surveys (GSS), 33 percent of adults 
who lived in an intact family during adolescence smoke, compared to 43 percent of those who 
lived in a non-intact family. 

Religious Practice: Adults who frequently attended religious services as adolescents are less 
likely to smoke than those who did not. According to the General Social Surveys (GSS), 32.3 
percent of adults who attended religious services at least monthly as adolescents smoke, 
compared to 36.7 percent of those who worshiped less frequently. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Adults who frequently attended religious 
services as adolescents and grew up living with both biological parents are least likely to smoke. 
According to the General Social Surveys (GSS), 31 percent of adults who attended religious 
services at least monthly and lived in an intact family through adolescence currently smoke, 
compared to 44 percent of those who attended religious services less than monthly and grew 
up in a non-intact family. In between were those who attended religious services at least 
monthly but lived in a non-intact family (42 percent) and those who grew up in an intact family 
but worshiped less than monthly (36 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Though a paucity of research exists on the correlation 
between adolescent religious attendance and adult smoking, many other studies demonstrate a 
contemporaneous association between religious attendance and smoking. 

Analyzing the Coronary Artery Risk Development in Young Adults (CARDIA) study, Mary 
Whooley of the Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Center and colleagues found that 
"greater frequency of attendance at religious services was associated with less current 
smoking." Only 17 percent of young adults who attend church at least weekly smoke, compared 
to 23 percent of those who attend at least once a month and 34 percent of those who attend 
less than once a month or never. Among smokers, those who attend church more frequently 
smoke fewer cigarettes per day than those who attend less frequently.1 

Nancy Kaufman of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and colleagues also reported a 
significant association between "lack of attendance in religious activities" and regular smoking.2 

In a study of Australians, Andrew Heath of the Washington University School of Medicine in St. 
Louis found that "low religious involvement" predicted the initiation of smoking in both men 
and women.3 

1 Mary A. Whooley, et al., "Religious Involvement and Cigarette Smoking in Young Adults," Archives of Internal 
Medicine, vol. 162 (2002): 1,604-1,610. 
2 Nancy J. Kaufman, et al., "Predictors of Change on the Smoking Uptake Continuum among Adolescents," Archives 
of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, vol. 156 (2002): 581-587. 



Kenneth Kendler of the Virginia Institute for Psychiatric and Medical Genetics reported an 
association between personal religious devotion and a lesser chance of lifetime regular 
smoking.4 

And John Tauras of the University of Illinois at Chicago found that among young adults who 
smoke, those who frequently attend religious services "are much more likely to quit smoking."5 

As the evidence demonstrates, frequent religious attendance reduces rates of smoking. 

Though little related research exists on intergenerational links between family structure during 
adolescence and adult smoking, many other studies show a contemporaneous correlation 
between adolescent family structure and smoking. 

In a study of adolescents from 11 European countries, Thoroddur Bjarnason at the State 
University of New York at Albany and colleagues reported that "adolescents who live with both 
biological parents smoke less than those living with single mothers, who in turn smoke less than 
those living with single fathers, mothers-stepfathers, or with neither biological parent."6 

Joan Tucker of RAND and colleagues found that "early experimenters were more likely than 
were nonsmokers" to live in a non-intact family.7 

Tucker and colleagues also reported that male adolescent and young adult smokers who did 
not live in an intact nuclear family were less likely to quit smoking.8 

Examining the smoking habits of adults in various family structures, Mark Schuster of the 
University of California, Los Angeles and colleagues reported that 33 percent of homes with at 
least two adults have regular smokers, compared to 46 percent of mother-only homes and 43 
percent of father-only homes.9 

As the data clearly show, intact families yield the lowest percentage of smokers. 

3 Andrew C. Heath, et al., "Personality and the Inheritance of Smoking Behavior: A Genetic Perspective," Behavior 
Genetics, vol. 25 (1995): 103-117. 
4 Kenneth S. Kendler, et al., "Religion, Psychopathology, and Substance Use and Abuse: A Multimeasure, Genetic-
Epidemiologic Study," American Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 154 (1997): 322-329. 
5 John A. Tauras, "Public Policy and Smoking Cessation among Young Adults in the United States," Health Policy, 
vol. 68 (2004):  321-332. 
6 Thoroddur Bjarnason, "Family Structure and Adolescent Cigarette Smoking in Eleven European Countries," 
Addiction, vol. 98 (2003): 815-824. 
7 Joan S. Tucker, et al., "Five-Year Prospective Study of Risk Factors for Daily Smoking in Adolescence among Early 
Nonsmokers and Experimenters," Journal of Applied Social Psychology, vol. 32 (2002): 1,588-1,603. 
8 Joan S. Tucker, et al., "Smoking Cessation during the Transition from Adolescence to Young Adulthood," Nicotine 
& Tobacco Research, vol. 4 (2002): 321-332. 
9 Mark A. Schuster, et al., "Smoking Patterns of Household Members and Visitors in Homes with Children in the 
United States ," Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, vol. 156 (2002): 1,094-1,100. 



  

Several other studies corroborate the direction of these findings. In a study of Australian twins, 
Arpana Agrawal of the Washington University School of Medicine in St. Louis and colleagues 
found that infrequent religious attendance correlated with frequent cigarette smoking and that 
"children separated from a biological parent were...more likely to report regular cigarette 
smoking as adults."10 

Analyzing various degrees of smoking in adolescents, Stephen Soldz and Xingjia Cui of Health 
and Addictions Research reported that nonsmokers attended religious services most frequently, 
whereas early escalator smokers attended less frequently and continuous smokers least 
frequently. They also found that at the sixth grade in school, "quitters and experimenters were 
more likely to be living with both parents, whereas late escalators and continuous smokers 
were more likely to be living with a single parent or an extended family."11 

Thomas Wills of Yeshiva University and colleagues also found that adolescents' religiosity was 
inversely correlated with tobacco use and that adolescents from intact families were less likely 
to use tobacco than those from blended and single-parent families.12 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. and Althea Nagai, Ph.D. 

10 Arpana Agrawal, et al., "Correlates of Regular Cigarette Smoking in a Population-based Sample of Australian 
Twins," Addiction, vol. 100 (2005): 1,709-1,719. 
11 Stephen Soldz and Xingjia Cui, "Pathways through Adolescent Smoking: A 7-Year Longitudinal Grouping 
Analysis," Health Psychology, vol. 21 (2002): 495-504. 
12 Thomas Ashby Wills, et al., "Buffering Effect of Religiosity for Adolescent Substance Use," Psychology of 
Addictive Behaviors, vol. 17 (2003): 24-31. 
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Arrests Among Adolescents 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at youths who have ever been arrested at the 
extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 



  

Arrests Among Adolescents by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that youths who did not grow up in 
always-intact married families and never attended church were most likely to have “ever been 
arrested”.  

Family Structure: Only 5 percent of youths who grew up in an intact married family had ever 
been arrested, followed by youths from married stepfamilies and families with intact cohabiting 
partners (8 percent), single divorced parent families (9 percent) and cohabiting stepfamilies and 
always single parent families (13 percent). 

Religious Practice: Five percent of youths who attended weekly religious services at the time of 
the survey had ever been arrested, followed by those who attended one to three times a 
month (7 percent), those who attended less than once a month (10 percent), and those who 
never attended church (11 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Only 4 percent of youths who attended 
weekly religious services at the time of the survey and who grew up in an always-intact family 
had ever been arrested, followed by youths who never attended church but grew up in an 
always intact family (6 percent), those who grew up in all other family structures but attended 
church weekly (8 percent) and those who never attended church and grew up in all other family 
structures (14 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: The effects of family structure can be seen in the Oregon 
Youth Study, a longitudinal survey. Compared to boys living with both biological parents, boys 
living in single-mother households had higher odds of being arrested by age 14 (208 percent 
higher) and of being arrested by age 17 (128 percent higher). This survey also showed that boys 
living in stepfamilies had greater odds of being arrested by age 14 (210 percent higher) and of 
being arrested by age 17 (139 percent higher) than did boys in households with both biological 
parents.1 

Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
Patrick Fagan is the Director of the Marriage and Religion Research Institute 

Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 
Scott Talkington has been Research Director for the National Association of Scholars and Senior 
Research Fellow at George Mason University School of Public Policy since 1998. 

1 Coughlin, Chris and Samuel Vuchinich, "Family Experience in Preadolescence and the Development of Male 
Delinquency,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 58(2) 1996, pp. 491-501. 
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Smoking Among Minors 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at teenagers who have ever smoked at the 
extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 
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Smoking Among Minors by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that children under 17 who grew up in 
an intact married family and worshipped at least weekly at the time of the survey were less 
likely to smoke than were their peers from other family backgrounds.  

Family Structure: 14 percent of children under the age of 17 who grew up in an intact, 
cohabiting stepfamily had ever smoked, followed by 16 percent of children from always-intact 
married families. Eighteen percent of children from always-single parent households had 
smoked, followed by 24 percent of children from married stepfamilies, 26 percent of children 
from single, divorced-parent families, and 34 percent of children from cohabiting stepfamilies. 

Religious Practice: 37 percent of children who attended religious services weekly had smoked, 
compared with those who attended between one and three times a month (45 percent), those 
who attended less than once a month (53 percent), and those who never attended religious 
services (55 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: 12 percent of children who grew up in an 
intact married family and who worshipped at least weekly at the time of the survey had ever 
smoked. Only 14 percent who grew up in all other family structures but attended weekly 
religious services ever smoked, compared with 25 percent of those who grew up in always-
intact families, but never attended church, and 34 percent of those who grew up in all other 
family structures and never attended church. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Family relationships play a significant role in determining 
the behavior of children, according to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse 
(CASA) at Columbia University’s “Back to School” survey. The survey found that frequent family 
dinners (five nights or more a week) were associated with lower rates of teen smoking, 
drinking, and drug use. Teens who had dinner with their families only twice a week or less were 
2.5 times as likely to smoke cigarettes, more than 1.5 times as likely to drink alcohol, and nearly 
3 times as likely to try marijuana.1 

The effects of family structure were seen in a British longitudinal study which found that youths 
living in single-parent households were 1.5 times more likely to smoke.2 The National 
Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health agreed with the British study, showing that compared 
to their peers in single-parent families, middle school and high school students in two-parent 
families reported, on average, lower levels of smoking.3 

1 The National Center of Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University, “The Importance of Family 
Dinners II” (2005). 
2 Ely, Margaret, Patrick West, Helen Sweeting and Martin Richards, "Teenage Family Life, Life Chances, Lifestyles 
and Health: A Comparison of Two Contemporary Cohorts" International Journal of Law, Policy and the Family (14)1 
(2000) pp. 1-30. 
3 Blum, Robert W. and Trisha Beuhrign, "The Effects of Race/Ethnicity, Income, and Family Structure on Adolescent 
Risk Behaviors," American Journal of Public Health (90)12 (2000) pp. 1879-1884. 



  

Religious practice also affects teenagers’ habits. One survey showed that, compared with their 
peers, youths who said religion was important in their lives and/or attended religious services 
frequently were less likely to smoke. They were also less likely to use other substances or be 
sexually active.4 Another study of adolescents and young women showed that women who said 
religion and spirituality were important in their lives were less likely than their peers to smoke 
or binge drink.5 
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Adolescents Who Have Run Away 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at the percentage of adolescents who have ever run 
away at the extremes of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of family 
structures (always-intact vs. all other family structures*) and two 
sets of religious attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The always-intact married family that worships weekly; 
The always-intact married family that never worships; 
All other family structures* that worship weekly; 
All other family structures* that never worship. 

(*The non-intact group consists of individuals in the following 
categories: married stepfamily, cohabiting stepfamily, single 
divorced parent, and always-single parent. In all these structures, 
there has been rejection between the biological father and mother, 
and thus the original pairing is no longer intact.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 
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Adolescents Who Have Run Away by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth showed that youth under age 17 who grew up 
in an always-married family and worshiped at least weekly at the time of the survey had lower 
rates of running away than other youth. 

Family Structure: According to the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, adolescents from 
always-married families had a runaway rate of 6 percent, while youth from married stepfamilies 
had a rate of 3 percent. The rates of running away were much higher for all other family types: 
intact cohabiting families (12 percent), cohabiting stepfamilies (10 percent), single divorced-
parent families (12 percent), and always-single parent families (17 percent). 

Religious Practice: Youth who attended religious services at least weekly had an average 
runaway rate of 7 percent, followed by those who attended at least monthly (10 percent), 
those who attended less than monthly (13 percent), and those who never attended religious 
services (15 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: Youth from always-married families who 
attended religious services at least weekly had an average runaway rate of 4 percent. Youth 
from always-married families who never attended religious services had an average runaway 
rate of 10 percent, and youth from all other family structures who attended religious services at 
least weekly had an average runaway rate of 11 percent. Youth from all other family structures 
who never attended religious services had the highest average runaway rate, 15 percent. 

Related Insights from Other Studies: In the typical household, a broken family lacks parental 
support, and the child often experiences anxiety over the absent parent. One study of 9th 
graders showed that lack of parental support was significantly, positively related with rates of 
running away. If the child perceived low support levels, they became more likely to run away 
from home during the next two years.1 

Another study about the effects of parenting on adolescents running away found that attention 
from the mother helped reduce the odds of adolescents running away from home. Parents who 
are actively involved in their child's activities have a significant impact on the child's decision to 
remain at home.2 

Religious attendance has been linked to likelihood of delinquency. One study on the effects of 
religion found that child delinquency was dependant on the religiosity of both the mother and 
child. If they were both very religious or both non- religious, delinquency was low. If the mother 

1 Joan S. Tucker, Maria Orlando Edelen, Phyllis L. Ellickson, and David J. Klein, "Running Away From Home: A

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Risk Factors and Young Adult Outcomes," Journal of Youth and Adolescence 40 
(2011): 507ý"518. 
2 Kimberly A. Tyler and Bianca E. Bersani, "A Longitudinal Study of Early Adolescent Precursors to RunningAway,"

Journal of Early Adolescence 28 (2008): 230-251. 



  

and child's religious habits differed, delinquency rates were significantly higher. 3 One study by 
Mark Regnerus, Professor of Sociology at the University of Texas at Austin found that parent 
and adolescent religiosity lowered girls' rates of delinquency but increased boys' rates overall.4 
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