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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.  



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. 
 
 
Marriage and Religion Research Institute                          MA 7-9. 151 
Editor: Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D.   /    Managing Editor: Michael Leaser 
www.marri.us                                                                Christina Hadford  



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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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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Drinks Too Much Alcohol 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart takes the national data on “sometimes drinks too much 
alcohol” and splits it into four quadrants.  It then illustrates the 
poles of each quadrant to highlight the difference in outcomes that 
correlate with the different poles of marital status and religious 
attendance. 

The starting points are demographics that mark two major social 
institutions: marital status and religious attendance.  Marital status 
is divided further into two groups: always-intact marriages and all 
other marital status categories.*  Religious attendance is also 
divided into two groups: high and low worship of which the two 
poles “weekly attendance” and “never attends” are subcategories 
used in this chart. 

The resultant four poles are 1) Americans in always-intact 
marriages who worship weekly; 2) Americans in always-intact 
marriages who never worship; 3) Americans in all other marital 
status categories who worship weekly; and 4) Americans in all other 
marital status categories who never worship. 

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 



Drinks Too Much Alcohol by Family Structure and Religious Practice 

Family Structure: According to the General Social Survey (GSS), 32.8 percent of always-intact 
married adults reported that they sometimes drink too much alcohol, followed by 38.5 percent 
of married, previously-divorced adults, 43.2 percent of single, divorced or separated adults, and 
47.8 percent of single, never-married adults. 1 

Religious Practice: According to the General Social Survey (GSS), 25.2 percent of adults who 
worshiped at least weekly reported that they sometimes drink too much alcohol, followed by 
35.7 percent of those who worshiped between one and three times a month, 42.8 percent of 
those who attended religious services less than once a month, and 47.3 percent of those who 
never attended religious services. 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: According to the General Social Survey 
(GSS), 24.7 percent of adults in always-intact marriages who attended religious services at least 
weekly reported that they sometimes drink too much alcohol, followed by 31.6 percent of all 
other adults who worshiped at least weekly, 41.2 percent of adults in always-intact marriages 
who never attended worship, and 52.1 percent of all other adults who never attended religious 
services. 

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

Althea Nagai, Ph.D. 

1 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. 
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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) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) 



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 

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. 

4 Sinha, J. W., R. Cnaan and R.J. Gelles, "Adolescent risk behaviors and religion: Findings from a national study," 
Journal of Adolescence (30) (2007) pp. 231-249. 
5 Pirkle, Erin C. and Linda Richter,"Personality, attitudinal and behavioral risk profiles of young female binge 
drinkers and smokers," Journal of Adolescent Health (38) (2006) pp. 44-54. 
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Smoked, Drank, or Used Marijuana as a Minor 
By Family Structure and Religious Practice 

 

 

This chart looks at minors who smoked, drank or used marijuana 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 (less than monthly vs. monthly or 
more). 

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) 



Smoked, Drank, or Used Marijuana as a Minor by Family Structure and Religious 
Practice 

The 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that minors who grew up in always-
married families and who attend religious services weekly at the time of the survey were least 
likely to have used tobacco, alcohol, or marijuana. 

Family Structure: 12 percent of adolescents who grew up in a cohabiting stepfamily smoked, 
drank, or used marijuana as minors, followed by adolescents from intact married families (20 
percent), intact cohabiting families (21 percent), always-single parent families (22 percent), 
married stepfamilies (26 percent), and divorced single-parent families (27 percent). 

Religious Practice: 16 percent of adolescents who worshipped at least weekly at the time of the 
survey smoked, drank, or used marijuana under age, followed by those who attended religious 
services at least once a month (24 percent), those who attended less than once monthly (27 
percent), and those who never attended religious services (30 percent). 

Family Structure and Religious Practice Combined: 8 percent of adolescents who worshipped 
weekly and grew up in always-married families smoked, drank, or used marijuana as minors. By 
contrast, 18 percent of adolescents who never attended religious services and came from non-
intact family backgrounds used substances under age. Between these two extremes were those 
who never worshipped and grew up in always-married families (11 percent) and those who 
attended religious services weekly but grew up in non-intact families (14 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study of 1,760 young adults found that those from two-
parent families were at a lower risk for substance use. Even after controlling for race, 
“respondents from such families report lower levels of problematic substance use than their 
peers from single-parent families.” 1 Similarly, a large sample of almost 15,000 youths revealed 
that those from two-parent families were far less likely to ever have used marijuana or to have 
friends who use marijuana. Youths from two-parent families, even from families with high 
levels of tension, have lower levels of marijuana usage than youths from low- or high-conflict 
homes in which one or both of the biological parents are gone. 2  

Religion also influences substance abuse by minors. One study examined 1,760 young adult 
women recovering from drug use. Those women who participated in religious rituals, 

1 Anne E. Barrett and R. Jay Turner, “Family Structure and Substance Use Problems in Adolescence and Early

Adulthood: Examining Explanations for the Relationship,” Addiction 101 (2006): 118. 
2 Dusten R. Hollist and William H. McBroom, “Family Structure, Family Tension, and Self-Reported Marijuana Use:

A Research Finding of Risky Behavior Among Youths,” The Journal of Drug Issues (2006): 975. 



  

particularly church attendance with their families, were significantly less likely to use drugs.3 
There was a strong negative correlation between frequency of church attendance and drug use. 
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Heavy Drinking Among Adults 
By Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

This chart looks at likelihood to drink heavily at the extremes of four 
demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of sexual 
habits (chaste* vs. promiscuous**) and two sets of religious 
attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The chaste* person that worships weekly; 
The chaste* person that never worships; 
The promiscuous* person that worships weekly; 
The promiscuous* person that never worships. 

(*No non-marital sexual partners during the survey year.) 
(**Four or more non-marital sexual partners during the survey 
year.) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 and Child and Young 
Adult Survey 1994-2008 (Ages 18+) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 and Child and Young 
Adult Survey 1994-2008 (Ages 18+) 

Source:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 and Child and Young 
Adult Survey 1994-2008 (Ages 18+) 



Heavy Drinking Among Adults by Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and 
Religious Practice 

Heavy drinking, multiple sexual partners and avoidance of worship tend to go together: the 
1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth shows that adults who have had no extramarital 
sexual partners in the previous year and worshipped at least weekly at the time of the survey 
were less likely to be heavy drinkers. 

Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners: Only 9 percent of adults who had no extramarital 
sexual partners (were chaste) were heavy drinkers, compared with 17 percent of adults who 
had one extramarital sexual partner. These adults were followed by 21 percent of adults who 
had 2 extramarital sexual partners, 31 percent who had three extramarital sexual partners, and 
41 percent of adults who had four or more extramarital sexual partners. 

Religious Practice: Only 9 percent of adults who attended weekly religious services were heavy 
drinkers, compared with 19 percent of adults who attended church at least monthly. Among 
adults who attended church less than once a month, 25 percent were heavy drinkers, followed 
by adults who had no religious attendance (26 percent). 

Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and Religious Practice Combined: Only 4 percent of 
chaste adults who worshipped weekly were heavy drinkers, followed by 14 percent of 
individuals who never attended church, but had no extramarital sexual partners. Thirty-two 
percent of adults who attended church but were promiscuous were heavy drinkers, followed by 
adults who were not chaste and who never attended church (44 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: Other studies show relationships between sexual activity 
and drinking. A 1990 random digit-dial telephone survey done of 16- to 19-year-olds in 
Massachusetts found that 64 percent of teenagers who reported having sexual intercourse did 
so after drinking and 15 percent did so after other drug use. Forty-nine percent of teenagers 
were more likely to have sex if they and their partner had been drinking.1 

Additionally, another study found that drinking at an early age was associated with alcohol and 
sexual risks through mid-adolescence; early drinkers were more likely to report later alcohol 
problems, as well as multiple sexual partners and being drunk or high during sexual intercourse. 
Among females, early drinking was also related to sexual initiation and recent sexual 
intercourse.2 

Religious practice also affects alcohol use. One study found that among college students those, 
who were from “Gentile” religious traditions (as opposed to “Jewish” religious traditions), those 

1
Lee Strunin and Ralph Hingson, “Alcohol, Drugs, and Adolescent Sexual Behavior,” Substance Use & Misuse 27, no. 

2 (1992): 129-146.  
2
 Ann Stueve and Lydia N. O’Donnell, “Early Alcohol Initiation and Subsequent Sexual and Alcohol Risk Behaviors 

Among Urban Youths,” American Journal of Public Health 95, no. 5 (May 2005): 887-893. 



who were not strongly attached to a particular faith, and those who had parents who were 
alcohol abusers were more likely to abuse alcohol. This same study found that parental 
religious affiliation influenced the alcohol choices made by their children, with greater parental 
religiosity leading to less alcohol abuse by the children.3 Another study of college students also 
found that students with no religious affiliation drank significantly more and more frequently, 
got drunk more, drank more for celebration purposes, and had greater perceived drinking 
norms.4 
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Adult Marijuana Use 
By Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and Religious Practice 

 

 

 

This chart looks at likelihood to ever use marijuana at the extremes 
of four demographic quadrants. 

These four quadrants are derived from combining two sets of sexual 
habits (chaste* vs. promiscuous**) and two sets of religious 
attendance (weekly vs. never). 

The families occupying the four corners (or four extremes) of these 
quadrants are: 
The chaste* person that worships weekly; 
The chaste* person that never worships; 
The promiscuous** person that worships weekly; 
The promiscuous** person that never worships. 

(*No non-marital sexual partners during the survey year.) 
(**Four or more non-marital sexual partners during the survey 
year.) 

Source:  1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child and Young 
Adult Survey (1994-2008) 

Source:  1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child and Young 
Adult Survey (1994-2008) 

Source:  1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child and Young 
Adult Survey (1994-2008) 



  

Marijuana Use by Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and Religious Practice 

The 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child and Young Adult Survey shows that 
adults who had no extramarital sexual partners and worshipped at least weekly in the survey 
year were less likely to use marijuana. 

Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners: Thirty-four percent of individuals who had no 
extramarital sexual partners in the survey year had ever used marijuana, compared with 44 
percent of individuals who had one extramarital sexual partner. Fifty-eight percent of 
individuals who had two extramarital sexual partners had ever used marijuana, followed by 69 
percent who had three extramarital sexual partners, and 77 percent who had four or more 
extramarital sexual partners. 

Religious Practice: Only 19 percent of individuals who attended church at least weekly at the 
time of the survey had ever used marijuana, compared to 40 percent who attended at least 
monthly. Fifty-seven percent of individuals who attended church less than monthly had ever 
used marijuana, compared with 60 percent who never attended church. 

Number of Extramarital Sexual Partners and Religious Practice Combined: Those who 
worshipped at least weekly and were chaste (had no extramarital sexual partners) in the survey 
year were least likely to heavily use marijuana (23 percent), followed by those who were chaste 
but did not attend church (45 percent), those who attended church weekly but were 
promiscuous (had four or more extramarital sexual partners) in the survey year (61 percent), 
and those who were promiscuous and never attended church (81 percent). 

Related Insights from Other Studies: A study of a sample of Americans reaching maturity in the 
late ‘70s and early ‘80s showed that “[b]oys and girls who become sexually active are much 
more likely than those who abstain to begin using alcohol or marijuana within a year, although 
the linkage is stronger for girls than for boys…the link between sexual activity and marijuana 
use appears stronger than the link between sexual activity and alcohol use.”1 

One study of adolescents in the Midwest found that religiosity and the importance placed on 
participating in church activities reduced adolescent likelihood to use marijuana. Furthermore, 
the difference in likelihood to use marijuana between strongly religious and weakly religious 
adolescents was the largest observed; strongly religious adolescents were less likely to use 
marijuana. (Other differences, such the likelihood to use stimulants, to steal, or to drink beer, 
were also examined.)2 
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