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 Emerging adulthood has been emphasized as a time of exploration generally and 

of religious or faith-identity specifically, and successful resolution of this aspect of 

identity holds important consequences related to risk behaviors. The goal of this 

investigation was to better understand the types of faith-identities found in college, how 

emerging adults’ relationships with parents related to their own faith-identities and how 

each faith-identity was related to risk behaviors. Spiritual Modeling, a type of modeling 

rooted in social learning theory, (Bandura; 1977; King, 2003; Oman & Thoreson, 2003) 

was expected to be predictive of emerging adults’ faith-identities, while parent-emerging 

adult relationship quality and parental conflict were thought to moderate the relationship 

between spiritual modeling and faith-identity. Faith-Identity was expected to differentiate 

across binge drinking, marijuana use and number of sexual partners, and sensation 

seeking was thought to moderate the relationship between faith-identity and risk 

behaviors. Seven hundred ninety students completed an online survey across 11 large 

public and private religious universities. Spiritual Modeling was strongly predictive of 

both religious and commitment oriented faith-identities. The relationship between 
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Spiritual Modeling and Faith-Identity was not moderated by relationship quality or 

parental conflict. A more religiously oriented faith-identity was predictive of fewer 

sexual partners and less binge drinking, while a more commitment oriented faith-identity 

was predictive of less marijuana use. High levels of sensation seeking amplified the 

relationship between a more secular faith identity and binge drinking. Commitment and 

Religious faith-identities significantly moderated the relationship between faith-identity 

and both binge drinking and number of sexual partners. Evidence is suggestive that a 

religiously oriented faith-identity may be more protective in combination with high levels 

of commitment while a faith-identity characterized by secularism and high commitment 

appears least protective. The potential utility of a faith-identity construct in emerging 

adulthood and future research directions are discussed.   
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INTRODUCTION  

The developmental period between adolescence and adulthood has been 

emphasized as a time of identity exploration. Erik Erikson, for example, delineated 

adolescence as the time to confront the crisis of identity versus role confusion (1963). For 

Erikson, identity work included moving beyond the values and beliefs one was raised 

with and developing one’s own system of political, vocational and religious beliefs 

(1963, 1968) and he indicated that identity exploration would extend beyond adolescence 

in industrialized societies (1950, 1968). More recently, Arnett (2000) suggests that love, 

work, and worldviews such as politics and religion are the major foci of identity 

exploration and development during the period between adolescence and adulthood, a 

period he calls emerging adulthood. Thus, the period of emerging adulthood is a time of 

exploration and commitment with regard to identity, including religious identity. 

The resolution of identity has important implications for development particularly 

during emerging adulthood. Unsuccessful resolution of one’s identity exploration is 

associated with a number of negative traits and outcomes, including neuroticism 

(Dollinger, 1995), delinquency and conduct disorders (White & Jones, 1996; Adams, 

Munro, Doherty-Poirier, Munro, Petersen, & Edwards, 2001),  problems with alcohol and 

drugs (Jones, Ross, & Hartmann, 1992; White, 2000), eating disorders (Wheeler, Adams, 

& Keating, 2001), low self-esteem and depression (Nurmi, Berzonsky, Tammi, & 

Kinney, 1997), poor relationships with peers and struggling academically in college 

(Berzonsky & Kuk, 2000).  
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There is also evidence, however, that being highly religious may provide 

emerging adults one avenue for successful identity resolution and reduce or avoid a 

number of the negative outcomes listed above. Using data from the National Survey of 

Youth and Religion (NSYR), a nationally representative longitudinal panel study 

following teens (ages 13-17) over 5 years, Smith and Snell (2009) found that highly 

religious emerging adults fared better than their less religious counterparts on variety of 

outcomes despite key demographic controls. For example, the authors found those higher 

in religion were less likely to drink alcohol, to drink less and to binge at lower rates if 

they did drink. The pattern for marijuana use was similar if not more pronounced. Most 

highly religious emerging adults in the survey had never tried marijuana and those that 

had were significantly less likely to use on a regular basis. Highly religious respondents 

were found in greater proportions to have a normal Body Mass Index and be more 

satisfied with their own bodies, together indirect indicators of the absence of an eating 

disorder. Further, they felt less depressed, less helpless and more satisfied with life 

compared to less religious emerging adults. Highly religious emerging adults had fewer 

close friends who drink a lot or do drugs and more regret after their relatively fewer 

sexual experiences. Finally, highly religious emerging adults in this sample achieved 

higher levels of education and were less likely to be unemployed, indicating a possible 

lack of academic difficulties or access to resources not available to the less religious that 

increase the probability of succeeding in college and the workplace. 

Thus, it appears that both identity in general and religiosity in particular are 

important for understanding the lives of emerging adults. Unsuccessful resolution of 

one’s identity exploration serves to steer emerging adults towards of a number of 



 

 

 

 

3 

personal and behavioral problems while being highly religious tends to reduce both the 

prevalence and incidence of similar problems. The purpose of the current research is to 

examine the development of religious identity during emerging adulthood and its 

consequences for risk behaviors. The goals of this project are four-fold: first, I will 

investigate how parental religious socialization during childhood affects the resolution of 

religious identity during emerging adulthood. Second, I will examine how parental 

conflict and parent-emerging adult relationship quality might moderate the link between 

parental religious socialization and religious identity.  Third, I will test how religious 

identity affects the risk behaviors of alcohol use, marijuana use, and sexual behavior. 

Fourth, I will examine how the personal characteristic of sensation-seeking might 

moderate the link between religious identity and risk behaviors. Throughout all of these 

goals, I will use a new conceptualization of religious identity that extends beyond a 

simple discussion of religiosity to incorporate the concepts of exploration and 

commitment from identity theory. Further, because the term religious identity connotes a 

focus on the institutional as opposed to the individual, I adopt the term faith-identity 

development to capture more broadly the changes that occur during this period. Due to 

the multidimensional nature of faith-identity, literature from the fields of religious 

development and identity development will be drawn upon as appropriate. 

The following review begins with a discussion of the demographic context for 

faith-identity development during emerging adulthood with the aim to highlight the 

relative instability of the period and potential faith-identity-related challenges emerging 

adults face during this period and in the collegiate context. Faith-identity will be defined 

and conceptualized with special attention to normative pathways of identity and faith-
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identity development during emerging adulthood. In addition to theories specific to 

religious and spiritual socialization, the importance of parents as socialization agents will 

be reviewed. Potential moderators of the relationship between socialization and faith-

identity in emerging adults will be addressed. Next the review will outline the 

relationship between faith-identity and risk behaviors. More specifically, the potential 

relationship between faith-identity and binge-drinking, marijuana use and sex will be 

fleshed out, as well as the potential moderating influence of sensation seeking on the 

faith-identity-risk-behavior relationship.   

Demographic Context of Emerging Adulthood 

  In order to address the question of what faith-identity development looks like 

today emerging adulthood, or the time period between 18 and 30 years of age, will be 

described in context with attention to the disordering of demographic markers. 

Historically, key demographic markers served as accurate indicators differentiating U.S.  

adolescents from adults. One finished high school, obtained employment or went on to 

college, married, procured an independent dwelling, and had children (Settersten & Ray, 

2010; Shanahan, 2000). Present social and economic conditions have combined to delay 

and disentangle what was once a somewhat set sequence of transitions that occurred over 

a short time span (Shanahan, 2000). It appears that once reliable demographic indicators 

of adulthood are now significantly less so, making the period following adolescence into 

one in which “nothing is normative demographically” (Rindfuss, 1991; as cited in Arnett, 

2000, p. 471). 
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LEAVING HOME 

By census standards 54.5% of younger emerging adults (18-24) live at home 

while 14.5% of older emerging adults (25-34) do so (Current Population Survey, 2011), 

though the census counts living in a dorm as living at home, likely inflating the numbers 

for younger emerging adults somewhat. Indeed, The Clark University Poll of Emerging 

Adults (2012) provides a more accurate count, with 47% of 18-21 year olds still living 

with parents and 15% of 26 to 29 year olds doing likewise (Clark University Poll of 

Emerging Adults, 2012).   

In 2009-2010 78.2% of high school students earned a diploma in four years 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Of those that do graduate and leave 

home, 60 to 65% are headed to college the year after graduation and just over two thirds 

end up ever attending college (Bianchi & Spain, 1996; Goldscheider & Goldsheider, 

1994; National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). One poll suggests that 28% of 18-

29 year olds overall have completed a four year degree and 79% have some college or 

technical school experience (Clark University Poll of Emerging Adults, 2012). Other 

young adults attend college, work, or manage both while still living with their parents 

(Clark University Poll of Emerging Adults, 2012; Goldscheider & Goldsheider, 1994).  

Moving away from home does not necessarily mean complete independence and 

autonomy, however (Aquilino, 2006; Arnett, 2000). While 27.5% of young adults head 

their own household, 23.5% live in some form of communal arrangement, such as with 

roommates or in dorms, and nearly 8% live in households headed by other family 

members (Jekielek & Brown, 2005). A national survey suggests that while 30% of 

emerging adults still live at home, only 14% live alone. Thirty-six percent of emerging 
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adults live with their spouse or their significant other, while the remaining 16% house 

with friends or roommates. As emerging adults age the financial support provided by 

parents decreases. For example, 28% of 18 to 21-year olds receive regular help from 

parents to pay for living expenses, while only six percent of 26 to 29 year-olds do (Clark 

University Poll of Emerging Adults, 2012). 

 

TIME IN COLLEGE 

Obtaining good employment may increasingly depend on education level and 

some emerging adults are taking longer to complete college or graduate degrees. 

Increasingly, a four-year degree may take longer than four years to obtain. For example, 

one in six Whites and one in eight African Americans will still be in college at the age of 

24 and by 25-29, only 32% will have completed four years or more of college (Fussell & 

Furstenberg, 2005). However, not everyone goes to college. Approximately 14% of 18-

24 year olds currently have only a high school education, hold no job, and are not 

enrolled in some form of higher education and 18% do not graduate from high school 

(Jekielek & Brown, 2005). 

 

MARRIAGE, COHABITATION, AND FERTILITY 

Given that often a high school education was sufficient to live independently and 

support a spouse and children, the median age at first marriage for men and women in the 

1950s and 1960s was low (22.8 for men 20.3 for women in the 1950s and 1960s; U.S. 

Bureau of the census, 2010). In 2010, however, the median age at first marriage for men 
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was 28.2 and 26.1 for women (U.S. Bureau of the census, 2010).  Whereas living 

together, sex, and childbearing historically came as a package deal after marriage, this is 

increasingly not the case today. For those in college, about two thirds experience a 

cohabitation spell with a romantic partner (Michael, Gagnon, Laumann & Kolata, 1995). 

Cohabiting unions have become an increasingly important context for childbearing: while 

39.7% of all births in the U.S occur to unmarried women, approximately half of those 

mothers are cohabiting with the father of their children (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008).  

 

Consequences for faith-identity development 

Thus, by demographic standards, young adults today are taking longer to finish 

college, acquire an independent dwelling, marry, and start their careers. Yet many are 

cohabiting and a small but growing proportion are not delaying parenthood. Leaving 

home and attending college may reduce parents’ opportunities and abilities to monitor the 

behaviors and beliefs of their respective offspring. Less monitoring may mean wider 

explorations for emerging adults. This reduction in monitoring may be particularly 

important for the identity and faith development of emerging adults with authoritarian 

parents, as these emerging adults likely had little opportunity or encouragement to 

explore as adolescents compared to emerging adults whose parents demonstrated other 

parenting styles. Lower levels of monitoring and wider explorations may also become 

problematic for some emerging adults as some of those that go from intense parental 

monitoring to very little may become lost in their newfound freedom to explore. 
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Living conditions in college provide varying levels of independence, support and 

monitoring (Clark University Poll of Emerging Adults, 2012). For example, fraternities, 

sororities and dorms provide some semblances of independent living while still leaving 

other life responsibilities to various adult figures (Goldscheider & Goldsheider, 1994). 

The context of semi-independence may simultaneously encourage and discourage faith-

identity explorations. The lack of complete independence may lead emerging adults to 

refrain from faith-identity explorations that would garner parental disapproval. The lack 

of complete independence may also lead emerging adults that have participated in 

explorations that are contraindicated to self-censure that information from parents, which 

may or may not induce feelings of guilt.  

Additional time in college and out of marriage provides emerging adults more 

time than previous cohorts to experiment and explore different aspects of their identities 

and faith. This time may be used to better get to know one’s self and commit to an 

identity or position regarding faith that has been fully explored. However, the lack of an 

explicit deadline for the end of exploration on the immediate horizon may lead some 

emerging adults to become stuck in a cycle of chronic yet superficial explorations 

associated with binge-drinking, marijuana and sex  (Percy, 2008; Smith, 2011) while 

others may not explore at all. 

Thus, upon graduation from high school many young men and women leave their 

families of origin to begin their college studies, often in another city or state. This 

transition often brings with it the added stress of forming new relationships, finding and 

securing housing, managing class and work schedules, and other functional life activities 

that may have been taken for granted back home. During this time of upheaval, young 
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adults are likely to encounter a greater diversity of people and ideas compared to high 

school and during such encounters previously held values, beliefs and identities may be 

challenged, reevaluated, modified or discarded. This combination of relative instability 

and varied experiences and opportunities for exploration, coupled with reduced 

monitoring from parents, provides what may be viewed as a dangerous opportunity for 

faith-identity development and as such is important to explore.  

 

Faith-Identity Development in the Collegiate Context 

While often a neglected research topic, religion is still salient in the lives of many 

in the United States today; 83.1% of American adults self-identify as religious and 16.1% 

self-report as nothing in particular, atheist or agnostic (PEW U.S. Religious Landscape 

Survey, 2008). Among emerging adults the proportion of those who self-identify as 

unaffiliated, atheist, agnostic, or nothing in particular swells to 25%. For emerging adults, 

68% are Christian, and 6% are some “Other” religion. Almost 60% (57%) of religiously 

affiliated emerging adults agree that religion is important in their lives and reported 

behaviors appear to bear out this relationship: 43% report attending religious services at 

least weekly, 27% read scriptures weekly and 48% pray daily. Interestingly, 12% of 

religiously unaffiliated emerging adults also agree that religion is important in their lives 

with 5% attend religious services at least weekly, 8% reading scriptures weekly, and 18% 

praying daily. Finally, while 74% of religious affiliates believe in God, even 34% of the 

religiously unaffiliated share that belief (Pew Research Center Millennial Survey, 2010). 

Compared to the population at large, fewer emerging adults self-identify as religious and 
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more self-identify as unaffiliated, atheist, agnostic or nothing in particular. Yet even 

unaffiliated emerging adults maintain a modicum of beliefs and behaviors that are 

religious in nature. These statistics provide a good overall picture of emerging adults 

generally, but a focus on faith-identity within the collegiate context may illuminate the 

observed demographic changes.  

Emerging adults place a premium on reflecting upon the values held from their 

families of origin and deciding for themselves what they do and do not believe, and the 

college environment encourages such reevaluation of values and world views (Arnett, 

2000; 2004). A national survey of emerging adult freshmen in college largely supports 

Arnett’s views: the survey found that while 79% believe in God, 65% having 

occasionally felt distant from God, 57% having questioned their religious/spiritual 

beliefs, 52% disagreed with their families about religious matters and 48% identified as 

doubtful, conflicted or seeking when describing their current views about religious or 

spiritual matters (HERI College Student’s Beliefs and Values Survey, 2004). This 

evaluative, if somewhat turbulent time period and context is critical in the formation of 

emerging adults’ faith-identities. Yet, the understanding of faith-identity development for 

this period is often limited to the observed reduction in attendance of religious services 

(Bryant, Choi & Yasuno, 2003). The reexamination of religious values creates multiple 

opportunities for spiritual growth and struggle. Before turning to these explorations the 

setting forth of definitions is in order. 
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Spirituality, Religiousness and Faith 

There are a number of potential definitions for spirituality and religiousness. 

Spirituality is commonly characterized as personal—possibly including belief in God or a 

higher power—or relational to the extent that one has a relationship with God or a higher 

power (Zinnebauer, et al., 1997). More broadly spiritualty may be defined as the 

“experience of and integration of meaning and purpose in life through connectedness 

with self, others, art, music, literature, or a power greater than oneself (Burkhart and 

Solari-Twadell, 2001, p. 5).” By and large definitions of religiousness tend to be 

characterized by three components: 1) personal beliefs; 2) institutional/organizational 

beliefs and practices; and 3) devotion to a system of institutional beliefs (Zinnebauer, 

1997). For example, Dollahite and colleagues (Dollahite & Marks, 2005; Lambert & 

Dollahite, 2006) suggest that religiousness may include spiritual beliefs, religious 

practices and involvement with faith community, while Pargament purports that religion 

is defined as “a search for significance in ways related to the sacred” (Pargament, 1997, 

p. 32). Among the things that should be clear from the definitions above are: a) 

spirituality tends to be individual while religiousness trends towards the institutional; b) 

spirituality is more private while religiousness is more public and communal; c) both 

include beliefs and practices; d) there is significant conceptual overlap between the terms.  

Rather than attempt to disentangle these concepts, I propose instead spirituality 

and religiousness be subsumed under the concept of faith-identity, borrowing Kiesling, 

Montgomery, Sorell and Colwell’s definition of spiritual identity: “the persistent sense of 

the self that addresses ultimate questions about the nature, purpose, and meaning of life, 

resulting in behaviors that are consonant with the individual’s core values” (2006, p. 
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1269). Thus for the purpose of this paper, faith-identity encompasses identity, 

religiousness, and spirituality. But what does faith-identity look like?   

A prime candidate that may further aid in the conceptualization of faith-identity 

was developed by Smith and Snell (2009) who investigated religiousness using three 

waves of the U.S. based nationally representative National Survey of Youth and Religion 

(NSYR). Participants were 13-15 years old in wave one, 16-17 in wave two and 18-23, or 

early emerging adults, in wave three. A stratified sub-sample of 230 respondents from the 

Wave 3 telephone interviews were then interviewed in person. Based on qualitative 

analysis of these interviews, six religious types of emerging adults were identified: 

Committed Traditionalist, Selective Adherent, Spiritually Open, Religiously Indifferent, 

Religiously Disconnected, and Irreligious (See Smith and Snell, 2009, p. 166-168, for a 

detailed description of each type). Smith and Snell suggest each group may be described 

by a single summary statement that captures each grouping’s position in relation to 

religion in their lives. For example, “I am really committed,” describes a Committed 

Traditionalist, while a Selective Adherent would more likely respond “I do some of what 

I can.” Spiritually Open respondents suggest that “[T]here’s probably something more 

out there”, and “It just doesn’t matter much,” is the mantra of the Religiously Indifferent. 

“I really don’t know what you are talking about,” summarizes the Religiously 

Disconnected, while the Irreligious approach is captured by the phrase “Religion just 

makes no sense.” Smith and Snell estimate that most emerging adults are either Selective 

Adherents (30%) or Religiously Indifferent (25%). The next largest groups are thought to 

be Committed Traditionalists and Spiritually Open (15% each respectively). Irreligious 

and Religiously Disconnected emerging adults are thought to represent the smallest 
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proportions in the population at ten and five percent, respectively. While Smith and Snell 

present the above as religious types, it appears that conceptually the six types may 

potentially capture identity, religiousness and spirituality, and thus be ideal for exploring 

the faith-identity development of emerging adults in college. Given the multifaceted 

nature of the conceptualization of faith- identity, to varying degrees, literature from each 

facet will be drawn upon as appropriate to provide a comprehensive approach to the study 

of faith development.  

First I will examine the empirical evidence for normative change and identify 

common pathways of change in faith-identity development with a particular emphasis on 

emerging adulthood. The concept of Spiritual Modeling as it applies to religious 

socialization will be reviewed next. A conceptual model of faith-identity development 

that guides the current investigation will be outlined.  

NORMATIVE PATHWAYS OF RELIGIOUS DEVELOPMENT 

Marcia proposed four identity statuses: Identity diffusion, foreclosure, 

moratorium, and achieved (1966). Each will each be briefly described in turn. Each status 

can be conceptualized based on where one falls on the dimensions of commitment to a 

specific identity and the degree of exploration regarding that identity.  For example, a 

diffused style involves little exploration and definitively excludes commitment to any 

particular faith-identity, while a foreclosed identity represents significant commitment 

without previous exploration. One who is currently exploring but not invested in any 

specific faith-identity would be classified as in the moratorium status. Those in the 

achieved status are thought to have thoroughly explored and then committed to their 
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current faith-identity. Thus, faith-identity may also fall under the dimensions of 

commitment and exploration. 

What does normative change in religiousness look like during the transition from 

adolescence to emerging adulthood? Longitudinal studies provide some clues. Uecker, 

Regnerus and Vaaler (2007) used Waves I and III of the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health (Add Health) to investigate sources of decline in religiousness. For the 

sample overall, 69% experienced a decline in religious service attendance, 20% a drop in 

personal importance of religion and 17% left their religious affiliations all together. This 

provides a rough view of normative change; however a more refined view may yet be 

obtained.    

In Smith & Snell’s, (2009) work with religious teens, 11% were categorized as 

lowest, 25% as minimal, 30% as moderate and 34% as highest in religious strength based 

on a three-item scale of frequency of service attendance, importance of faith in everyday 

life, and frequency of personal prayer. Nearly three in four in the lowest category did not 

change categories by early emerging adulthood. Those in the remaining religious groups 

were somewhat less stable, with between 29% and 46% unchanged. There is some 

movement, however. Roughly equal numbers of emerging adults (22%) made up the 

lowest, moderate and highest categories, while minimal had 32%. Thus, for those who 

did change religious categorization, it appears that the lowest and minimally religious 

have swelled in ranks while the moderates and highest have thinned over the same time 

period. If religious strength changes it tends to stay close to where it started. This is 

particularly true for those in the lowest and minimal categories. It holds true to a lesser 

extent for those who started in the moderate and highest categories. Based on these 
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descriptive statistics one may surmise overall that participants as a group are somewhat 

more religious as teenagers than during their early emerging adult years.  Religious 

strength tends towards stability from the teen to emerging adult years. Of those that do 

move, a small proportion become more religious (17%-27%) and a larger proportion 

become less so (34%-55%). Finally, those in the two higher categories that changed 

religious levels appear to move farther from their starting categorization in larger 

proportions (14% and 25%) than less religious teenagers. In other words, those that start 

out more religious (highest and moderates ) and experience a weakening of religious 

strength, continue to weaken in greater proportions compared to those that start out less 

religious (lowests and minimalists) experience an increase of religious strength and 

continue to increase over multiple categories. 

Just over one half to one third of participants that changed decreased in religious 

strength as early emerging adults. Yet between 17% and 27% of participants who 

changed increased in religiousness by emerging adulthood. It appears that the larger 

downward movement of those with greater initial religiousness was masking the smaller, 

yet not insignificant movement of those with less initial religiousness to a higher level. 

Of note, and similar to patterns of change observed in the identity status work, movement 

over more than one level of religiousness, either up or down, is relatively rare. 

 Work by Uecker, et al., (2007) indicates that a reduction in attendance is 

normative, while a reduction in personal importance of religion or disaffiliation is not. 

Given the slightly higher inclination for those with higher levels of religiousness to fall 

farther and the slightly lower inclination of those with lower levels of religiousness to 

climb higher, it may be that it is easier to decrease than to increase one’s level of 
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religiousness across adolescence, particularly in the public act of religious service 

attendance. But from whom do emerging adults learn to pray or attend religious services 

in the first place? 

Parents as Religious Socialization Agents 

Parents both at home and in places of worship teach their offspring the beliefs and 

behaviors associated with their particular faith tradition. A large body of literature 

confirms longitudinally that having highly religious (e.g., frequently attend religious 

services, express high importance of religion, etc.) parents is consistently predictive of 

having highly religious offspring in adolescence (Bao, Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Conger, 1999; 

Smith & Denton, 2005; Ebstyne-King & Furrow, 2004) emerging adulthood (Glass, 

Bengtson & Dunham, 1986; Myers, 1996; Pearce & Thornton, 2007; Petts, 2009;  

Sherkat, 1998; Smith & Snell, 2009; Spilman, Neppl, Donnellan, Schofield and Conger, 

2013) and beyond (Sherkat, 1998).  

For example, data from a 20 year-prospective study over multiple generations 

(Family Transitions Project; Spilman et al., 2013) that used both observational and 

questionnaire techniques found parental religiosity to be highly correlated with 

adolescent religiosity (β = .7), which was also strongly correlated (β =.8) with that 

offspring’s religiosity in early adulthood. Myers (1996), using a national multiwave 

longitudinal panel survey, found that parental religiosity was one of three factors that 

predicted adult offspring’s religiosity. 

Smith and Snell employed Qualitative Comparative Analysis, an analysis 

approach developed by Ragin (1987) to identify multiple causes for a single outcome, in 
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this case factors that predict either high or low/moderate levels of religious strength as 

emerging adults1  

Across both analyses, level of parental importance of faith and parental religious 

service attendance were the most consistent predictors of emerging adults’ religious 

strength (Smith and Snell, 2009). 

Social Learning Theory  

Social Learning Theory, a perspective fully explored by Albert Bandura (1977, 

1986, 2001) and others (Bandura & Walters, 1959, 1963; Bussey & Bandura, 1999) 

suggests that learning occurs when one observes the actions or hears the words of others 

in any medium or format, and actively incorporates those observations into their own 

behavioral repertoire. He refers to this process as modeling, observational or vicarious 

learning. In essence, learning is a product of social interactions with others and 

                                                
1 Ragin outlines three steps to the research process: 1) search for underlying 

similarities among participants with the same outcome; 2) demonstrate a causal link to 

the outcome in question, and; 3) formulate a general explanation based on identified 

similarities. Some of the strengths of this method include relaxing the assumption that all 

cases are drawn from the same population, the meaning of the measurements is not 

required to be uniform across all cases, and each case is examined individually as a “total 

situation resulting from a combination of conditions…” which then can be compared with 

other cases (p. 45). 
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emphasizes the role of the person in forming behaviors in response to their environment. 

The model may also be symbolic.  

How successful one is at modeling depends on retentional and motivational 

processes, among others (Bandura, 1977). Retentional processes suggest that 

observations of models or symbols need to be turned into a mental symbol and that 

rehearsal, particularly of unfamiliar behaviors, is of great benefit.  

Motivational processes turn upon how much value the observer places on the 

model’s behavior as well as the benefits obtained by the model associated with the 

behavior. If the associated benefits are high so too will be the motivation. If the benefits 

are unclear or weak motivation will be low. If the model is in a position of power or 

status relative to the observer, or the observer self-identifies as similar to the model, then 

the influence of the model is increased. (Bandura, 1977). These processes are thought to 

be relevant for both children and adults. In sum, learning occurs when a model is 

observed to behave in a manner that is rewarding enough to be remembered, imitated and 

motivating. How might modeling apply in a faith-identity development context? 

SPIRITUAL MODELING 

Oman and Thoresen (2003) and King (2003) describe Spiritual Modeling, a 

process with roots in Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 2003) that addresses how 

spirituality and religiousness may be learned. Spiritual Modeling suggests that youth 

learn how to be religious or spiritual through observing and mirroring the behavior or 

lives of those whom they view as good or influential examples in order to grow 

spiritually. These models may come from their immediate/extended family, community, 

or even historical/scriptural figures. As in Social Learning Theory, Spiritual Modeling 
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would posit that the degree to which modeling spiritual or religious behaviors is 

successful rests on a number of assumptions. Of particular import to successful modeling 

is degree of motivation. If a youth self-identifies with the model, sees the model as 

important, powerful or high in status and is aware of and enjoys the rewards connected 

with the spiritual or religious behavior, they will be more likely to model the behavior or 

internalize those attitudes, values and beliefs. Further, the opportunity to practice a 

modeled religious behavior will help adolescents to symbolize that behavior and commit 

it to memory and eventually their identity. Thus, if a youth observes a parent—one who 

ostensibly is viewed as having some status, holds some level of importance and with 

whom the youth self-identifies—attend religious services and implement parenting 

guidance received there that is observed to benefit the youth, they are more likely to 

adopt the religious behavior of religious service attendance. Conversely, if a parent 

returns from a religious service and physically abuses the youth in the name of religion, 

that youth will likely elect to not adopt religious service attendance into their behavioral 

repertoire when given the choice. The parent, while still holding a position of power, will 

have dropped in degree of importance and self-identification in the purview of the youth 

and the potential benefits of religious service attendance will have been negated by the 

abuse.   

Though fairly recent, spiritual modeling has demonstrated associations with 

varying levels of religiousness in adolescence and emerging adults (King, Furrow & 

Roth, 2002; King & Meuller, 2003; Regnerus, Smith & Smith, 2004). Spiritual Modeling, 

may be expected to be related to faith-identity development. Thus, anyone who is 

perceived by the emerging adult as influential or important may engage in or be engaged 

Figure 1: Faith-Identity Development Conceptual Model 
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for Spiritual Modeling. These processes may apply not only to parents and siblings, but 

friends, romantic partners, or even other members of the greater faith community. As 

with modeling generally, the influence of a spiritual model may be modified by a number 

of factors. At this point it may be informative to introduce a cohesive conceptual model 

to help organize the concepts and processes reviewed thus far and preview what is to be 

reviewed (see figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conceptual Model 

The Faith-Identity Development Conceptual Model begins with spiritual 

modeling. The Faith-Identity Model proposes a direct relationship between modeling and 

faith-identity. Emerging adults who have been exposed to influential parental spiritual 

models are expected to develop faith-identities that include acceptance and endorsement 

of religiousness. Emerging adults who have not been exposed to influential parental 

spiritual models are expected to develop faith-identities that disregard or reject 

religiousness. However, the relationship between parental spiritual modeling and faith-
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identity may be moderated or strengthened by high relationship quality or feeling close to 

one’s parents or weakened with low relationship quality. Parental conflict may also 

operate as a moderator of the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity. 

Specifically, parental conflict may reduce the strength of the relationship between 

spiritual modeling and faith-identity by inducing the observer to disregard the model 

when conflict is present. This disregard for the model may be particularly pronounced for 

more religiously-leaning faith-identities. Once one’s faith-identity is more or less 

established each identity should relate to degree of participation in a variety of risk 

behaviors. It may be that commitment to one’s faith-identity may serve as a protective 

factor from risk behaviors. It may also faith-identities that accept and endorse 

religiousness may be protected from risk behaviors as well. Sensation seeking, or one’s 

personal preference for intense and various experiences, may operate as a moderator of 

the relationship between faith-identity and risk behaviors. In short, those high in 

sensation seeking may participate to a greater degree in risk behaviors and this may 

reduce the strength of the relationship between more religious leaning faith-identities and 

risk behaviors and strengthen the relationship between less religious faith-identities and 

risk behaviors. Next is a review of parent emerging adult relationship quality, the 

relationship between religion and parenting and offspring value congruence.  
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MODERATING FACTORS 

A variety of individual factors may be expected to moderate the relationship 

between parental religious socialization or spiritual modeling and the faith-identities of 

emerging adults. Specifically, parent-emerging adult relationship quality and parental 

conflict and may moderate the relationship between socialization and faith identities. In 

the following sections will review the rationale for the relationship between parental-

emerging adult relationship quality and the nature of the evidence for the influence of 

religiousness on parenting behaviors. Next I will outline the evidence for relationship 

quality and the transmission of values beliefs and behaviors from parents to offspring. 

Finally, the nature of the evidence of parental conflict as a moderator of spiritual 

modeling will be put forth.  

Parental-emerging adult relationship quality.   

Parental spiritual models of religious and spiritual behavior, beliefs, attitudes and 

values within the family are a largely necessary condition in the observational learning of 

their offspring. However, the degree to which offspring perceive the behavior, beliefs, 

attitudes and values of parental spiritual and religious models as rewarding will moderate 

the extent to which offspring adopt these beliefs, attitudes and behaviors as part of their 

own faith-identities. And given that Christian faiths typically promote supportive family 

relationships (Edgell, 2005; Mahoney, 2010) and some religious families imbue family 

relationships with additional import or “sanctify” parenting to have additional spiritual 

meaning, a relationship between parental religiosity and largely healthy parenting 

behaviors and positive parent-child relationship quality is expected (Pargament & 

Mahoney, 2002; Mahoney, 2010). 
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Religion and parenting. 

In their longitudinal study that incorporated observations of parent-child 

interactions Simons, Simons, Lin and Conger (2004) found parental religiosity to be 

predictive of parents expressing warmth and support to their children. Furthermore, 

researchers using Waves one and two of the National Survey of Families and Households 

demonstrated that religious fathers were more likely to engage in one-on-one interactions 

(Wilcox, 2002) and to hug or praise their school-aged children compared to those who 

were religiously unaffiliated (Bartowski & Xu, 2000). Moreover, in another longitudinal 

investigation, parental religiosity was positively associated with an authoritative 

parenting style for both mothers and fathers and negatively associated with an 

authoritarian parenting style for mothers only (Gunnoe, Hetherington & Reiss, 1999). 

Furthermore, Stokes & Regnerus, (2009) demonstrated that parental importance of 

religion at wave one bears a significant and positive relationship to how positively 

adolescents viewed their relationship with their parents across waves one and two of the 

National Survey of Adolescent Health. Finally, an observational study of parent-child 

interactions and survey found mother’s religiosity to be inversely related to inconsistent 

parenting (Brody Stoneman Flor & McCrary, 1994). The evidence holds for parents of 

emerging adults as well.   

Parental religiosity was associated with both an authoritative parenting style and 

perceived closeness using a longitudinal study of parents and early emerging adults 

(Snider, Clements, & Vazsonyi, 2004). Further, Pearce & Axinn (1998), using the 

Intergenerational Panel Study of Mothers and Children, demonstrated that the more 
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important religion is to the mother, the more likely her emerging adult children will 

report their relationship as high in quality.  

Relationship Quality and Attitude Congruence 

Longitudinal data suggest that feeling close to one’s parents increases the 

likelihood that one will share their values generally (Bengtson, Biblarz, & Roberts, 2002; 

Katz, Lowenstein, Phillips & Daatland, 2005; Min, Silverstein & Lendon, 2012) and 

religious values particularly (Min, Silverstein & Lendon, 2012; Myers, 1996; Smith, 

2005). For example, degree of parental warmth and developmentally appropriate 

inclusion of adolescents in family decision making, both indicators of relationship 

quality, was predictive of parent-emerging adult attitude congruence (Brody, Moore & 

Glei, 1994). Feeling close to parents in adolescence was also predictive of maintaining 

engagement in organized religion in emerging adulthood (Sherkat & Wilson, 1995). 

Feelings of closeness may also promote independence, as this same study found those 

who felt closer to parents as adolescents were more likely to switch to less conservative 

denominations as emerging adults (Sherkat & Wilson, 1995). Myers, using a multi-

dimensional measure of religiousness that included beliefs (e.g., daily influence of 

religious beliefs) and behaviors (e.g., frequency of reading of the Bible, participating in 

prayer and church attendance), found that parental marital happiness, high levels of 

parental support and moderate levels of strictness all worked to predict religious 

transmission to offspring (1996). Min, Silverstein & Lendon, (2012) used the 

Longitudinal Study of Generations to demonstrate that the quality of the parent-child 

relationship moderated the relationship between parent religiousness and adult (mean age 

48) offspring religiousness. More specifically, closeness strengthened the relationship 
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between parent and offspring religious socialization. Thus, it may be that closeness to 

parents will indeed moderate the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-

identity for emerging adults in college. What influence might parental conflict have on 

the effectiveness of spiritual modeling?    

PARENTAL CONFLICT 

Conflict between parents reduces the effectiveness of parents’ socialization 

attempts (Davies & Cummings, 1994). From a spiritual modeling perspective, the model 

may reduce the motivation of the observer to adopt the behaviors and values of the model 

if those values or behaviors are not clearly viewed as either rewarding in and of 

themselves or clearly connected to proximal rewards. Parental conflict may be viewed as 

a form of hypocrisy by emerging adults of religious parents and as unrewarding by 

emerging adults with non-religious parents and religious parents alike. Nonetheless, 

parental conflict may indeed moderate the relationship between spiritual modeling and 

faith-identity.  

Of particular interest here are findings from waves one and two of the 

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Bader & Desmond, 2006) that investigated the 

influence of parental religious value and religious behavior congruency (i.e., importance 

of religion and religious service attendance) and incongruency (i.e., high importance of 

religion/low religious service attendance or low importance of religion/high religious 

service attendance combinations) on religious socialization. Unsurprisingly, youth whose 

parents displayed high congruence (i.e., high importance of religion/high religious 

service attendance) had the highest scores across all measures of religiosity compared to 

youth with low congruence parents. Interestingly, the youth of high importance of 



 

 

 

 

26 

religion but low service attendance parents had higher levels of importance of religion 

and religious service attendance, among others, compared with youth with low 

congruence parents. Youth with low importance of religion but high religious service 

attendance parents were only more religious than youth with low congruence parents on a 

single measure: they are significantly more likely to attend religious services (Bader & 

Desmond, 2006). What this study demonstrates is that incongruence between parental 

values and behaviors moderates the spiritual modeling process for offspring to the extent 

that incongruence weakens the relationship between spiritual modeling and youth’s 

values and behaviors.  

Why might emerging adults with religious yet conflictual parents view their 

parents as hypocritical? One, it may be that emerging adults in highly religious families 

view family relationships as sacred and significant degrees of conflict may be viewed as 

desecrating that relationship (Mahoney, Pargament, Murray-Swank, & Murray-Swank, 

2003). Those who view family relationships as sacred and then experience or observe the 

desecration of those relationships (e.g., divorce) experience more spiritual struggles and 

depression compared to those who do not view family relationships as sacred (Krumrei, 

Mahoney & Pargament, 2009; Warner, Mahoney & Krumrei, 2009). Two, religious 

parents have available to them a number of pro-relationship resources, including their 

own religious community, above and beyond those available to non-religious parents, 

with the explicit aim to reduce marital conflict (Butler, Stout, & Gardner; 2002; Lambert 

& Dollahite, 2006; and Marsh & Dallos, 2000). Indeed, religiousness is correlated with 

lower levels of marital conflict (Brody, Stoneman, Flor & McCrary, 1994; Mahoney, 

Pargament, Jewell, Swank, Scott, Emery, & Rye, 1999; Stoneman, Flor & McCrary, 
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1994) and  frequent religious service attendance is related to lower levels of intimate 

partner aggression (Cunradi, Caetano, & Schafer, 2002; Ellison & Anderson, 2001; 

Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2008). Failure to use these resources to bring parental conflict 

down to acceptable levels may be viewed by the emerging adult as a lack of investment 

in religion, in the marriage and in the parent-child relationship and emerging adults may 

take this lack of investment as license to do the same.  

Though somewhat muddied by the inclusion of divorce, findings from Ellison, 

Walker, Glenn and Marquart (2011) are informative with respect to the possible influence 

of marital conflict on the spiritual lives of emerging and young adults using a national 

survey of 1,500 18-35 year olds, approximately half of whom grew up in divorced 

homes. As might be expected, growing up in an intact home with a low-conflict, happy 

parental union—in other words religious value and behavior congruent—was predictive 

of high levels of religious service attendance, low levels of skepticism towards parental 

religion, fewer doubts about God and more positive images and experiences of God and 

being less likely to identify as spiritual but not religious during emerging adulthood and 

beyond. Of greater interest is the evidence to suggest that an intact, low-conflict yet 

unhappy parental marriage may be more conducive for the religious lives of offspring in 

these family contexts compared to offspring from intact high conflict family—or value 

and behavior incongruent—contexts. In particular, emerging adults report higher 

attendance at religious services, more positive images of God, fewer religious doubts and 

are less likely to identify as spiritual but not religious. Offspring from homes 

characterized with consistently high pre- and post-divorce levels of parental conflict—

and therefore value and behaviorally incongruent—are highly skeptical of the 
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religiousness of both parents. Interestingly, offspring from family contexts where high 

conflict levels were reduced following divorce report low levels of religious service 

attendance and higher levels of disinterest in religion. Offspring from this family context 

also express high levels of skepticism towards the religiousness of their fathers. On the 

other hand, offspring from this group do report images of God that are more positive than 

those from high-conflict non-divorced family contexts. Family contexts where high 

conflict was not present until after the divorce show offspring with elevated skepticism of 

their mother’s religion, yet low levels of doubt about God. Offspring who experienced 

parental divorce but low levels of parental conflict before and after the event expressed 

lower levels of skepticism of their mother’s religion, fewer doubts about God and a lower 

likelihood of seeing God as angry in comparison to offspring from high conflict intact 

marriages. Thus, it appears that there is evidence to support the notion that parental 

conflict may be differentially related to faith identity-development. More specifically, the 

relationship between faith identity and spiritual modeling will be reduced in strength by 

the presence of parental conflict.  

Conceptual Model Overview 

A review of the Faith-Identity Development Conceptual Model may be helpful 

here. Essentially any person or figure may operate as a spiritual model. Assuming that the 

model is influential and important to the observer and that the values, beliefs or behaviors 

modeled by the model are perceived by the observer to be rewarding, what is being 

modeling is likely to be accepted and incorporated by the observer. Practically speaking, 

if parents successfully model values and behaviors for their children, the values and 
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behaviors of offspring will resemble that of their parents. If parents fail to model, 

offspring will not resemble their parents. This spiritual modeling process is likely to be 

moderated or enhanced by the observer identifying with or feeling close to the spiritual 

model. The same socialization process is likely to be moderated or reduced if the 

observer does not perceive the model’s values, attitudes, beliefs or behaviors to be 

rewarding and it is hypothesized that parental conflict will reduce the rewards associated 

with spiritual modeling. Once spiritual modeling is more or less completed and the 

emerging adult is in the social mileu of college to what extent do the faith-identities of 

emerging adults inform their risk taking behaviors in that semi-independent context?  

Risk behaviors in emerging adult will be reviewed with a focus on rates of binge 

drinking, marijuana use and number of sexual partners. A rationale for why each 

behavior may be considered a risk is also provided.  

Risk Behaviors in Emerging Adulthood and College 

Late adolescence and emerging adulthood is a time for exploration with a variety 

of behaviors. For example, emerging adulthood generally represents a peak time 

demographically for alcohol use/abuse, illicit drug use/abuse and risky sexual exploration 

(National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011) and college can serve to magnify these 

explorations (NSDUH, 2011).  Overall emerging adults seem to come in to adulthood 

having learned and benefitted from their experiences. Yet some emerging adults 

objectively appear to struggle with binge drinking, persistent marijuana use and risky 

sexual behaviors (Smith, 2011). Each of these behaviors will be reviewed with attention 
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first to overall prevalence for the age group, then a focus specific to emerging adults in 

college. Finally, rationale for why each behavior is considered risky will be provided.       

BINGE DRINKING.  

According to the National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2011), approximately 

half of all Americans over 12 currently drink alcohol while nearly one in four binge 

drank in the last 30 days (51.8 and 22.6%, respectively). Nearly 22 % (21.6%) of 18 year 

olds binge drank in the last 30 days (Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 2012b). Upon 

focusing the age ranges only on emerging adults the rates increase: 58.25% of 18-25 year 

olds drink and between 35.9 and 38.3% binged in the last 30 days. These rates peak 

during emerging adulthood and generally decline thereafter (Johnston, et al., 2012b; 

National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011).  

Does the college environment really matter for these risk behaviors? In short, it 

appears that indeed it does. Just under half of 18 year olds in high school currently drink 

(48.4%; Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System), 52% of those not enrolled full-time 

in college drink and 60.8% of full time college students ages 18 to 22 drink (National 

Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011). Moreover, while 12.5%-31.5% of 18 year olds in 

high school binge drink, 35.4% of part-time college students and 39.1% of full-time 18 to 

22 year olds binge drink and 36.1% of college students binged in the last 30 days 

(Johnston, et al., 2012b; National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011; Youth Risk 

Behavior Surveillance System, 2011) Thus, there appears to be something about the 

college environment generally that encourages drinking in general and binge drinking in 

particular. Does this pattern hold for other risk behaviors? 
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MARIJUANA USE. 

Just over one in five (21.85%) emerging adults currently use illicit drugs, the 

highest rate of any age demographic. Of all drugs characterized as illicit, marijuana use 

by 18-25 year-olds is the most prevalent at just below one in five (19%; National Survey 

on Drug Use and Health, 2011). Further, of current illicit drug users, marijuana is the 

drug of choice with 64.3% having used in the past 30 days (National Survey on Drug Use 

and Health, 2011) and just under 7% (6.6%) of 18 year olds nationally smoke marijuana 

on a daily basis (Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 2012b). Are rates any different in 

college? 

Twenty eight percent of 18 year olds in high school currently use marijuana 

(Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System, 2011). While the National Survey on Drug 

Use and Health (2011) did not provide a prevalence of marijuana use by part-time college 

student status, they do provide both measures for illicit drug use, which largely consists 

of marijuana users. The National Survey on Drug Use and Health reports that the rate of 

illicit drug use for part-time students to be 23.4% while full-time rate of students ages 18-

22 is 22%. Given that the rate of current marijuana use for full-time 18 to 22 year old 

college students is 20.6% (National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011) it appears that 

marijuana use has less to do with the college environment and more to do with other 

factors. Monitoring the Future provides data on high school seniors, college students and 

age-mates who are not it college that bolsters this conclusion (Johnston et al, 2012b). In 

2011 the 30-day prevalence of marijuana use was highest for high school seniors (22.6%) 

lower for college students (19.3%) and lowest for those not in college (17.3%).   
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SEXUAL PARTNERS. 

The National Survey of Family Growth provides a breakdown of the number of 

lifetime partners for 20-24 year olds and 25 to 29 year olds (The National Survey of 

Family Growth 2006-2008; 2011). Among other things, this nationally representative 

survey reveals that 86.5% of young emerging adults have had at least one sexual partner 

over their lifetime and this proportion increases for older emerging adults to 96.4%. 

While 21.8% of early emerging adults report only one sexual partner, nearly 16% of older 

emerging adults report the same number. Proportions from either group reporting two 

sexual partners are essentially equal (10.25% and 10.85%) and similar, if markedly 

higher for those reporting three to six partners (28.9% and 30.3%). As before, proportions 

for the seven to fourteen sexual partner groups are comparable if somewhat lower for 

both younger and older emerging adults (19.9% and 21.7% respectively). Interestingly, 

ten percent of early emerging adults report 15 or more sexual partners and this proportion 

climbs to 18% for older emerging adults. The median number of partners increases with 

age from 3.4 for early emerging adults to 5.3 for older emerging adults. Thus, having 

between three and six lifetime sexual partners appears to be the norm across both age 

groups. The number of lifetime sexual partners does appear to increase with age, though 

this increase is generally somewhat gradual with a few exceptions: the sharp increase in 

reporting 15 or more lifetime sexual partners, the drop in virginity and reporting one 

lifetime sexual partner from young to older emerging adulthood. When broken down by 

gender (not shown) greater proportions of females report more sexual partners up to six, 

while greater proportions of males report seven or more partners. Overall, men report 1.5 

more partners than women. The information reviewed should provide a base of 
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participation rates in binge drinking, marijuana use and number of lifetime sexual 

partners for emerging adults.  

What difference does college attendance hold for sexual behaviors?  During their 

final year of high school 63.1% of 18 year olds have had sex, 47.5% were currently 

active and 24.1% have had intercourse with over three people (Youth Risk Behavior 

Surveillance System, 2011). The Campus Sexual Assault Study (2007) provides a 

representative sample of college women’s (and consequently men’s) sexual partners. 

Direct comparison to the data from the National Survey of Family Growth is somewhat 

hampered by an alternate approach to grouping the distributions. Since coming to college, 

approximately 40% of students have not had a sexual partner. Over half (51.75%) 

indicated having between one and five sexual partners. Between six and ten sexual 

partners were indicated by 5.7% of college students.  Reporting more than ten sexual 

partners in college is rare with only 2.66% of respondents indicating eleven or more 

partners. The median number of partners overall was 2.4. Whether sexually experienced 

or not before college, 40% of students did not have a sexual partner in college. It seems 

that of those that have sex, having between two and five partners is the norm. But is 

binge drinking, marijuana use and having sex risky? 

WHY THESE BEHAVIORS MATTER 

Binge drinking has long been related to a host of negative outcomes both for the 

individual doing the drinking and those around the binge drinker. For example, 17% of 

emerging adults have driven under the influence of alcohol, binge drinkers are 14 times 

more likely to report alcohol impaired driving and vehicular deaths are the highest cause 

of mortality among this age group (Naimi, Brewer, Mokdad, Clark, Serdula & Marks, 
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2003; National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2011). Frequently getting drunk also 

significantly increased the risk for college women to experience sexual assault directly, 

and indirectly through being drugged against their knowledge and then assaulted (The 

Campus Sexual Assault Study, 2007). Gledhill-Hoyt, Lee, Strote, & Wechsler, (2000) 

using three waves of the College Alcohol Study (1993; 1997; 1999) found that 57% of 

those who binge drank in the last 30 days reported using another substance as well. Being 

drunk during sex increased the odds of women being a victim of incapacitated sexual 

assault (The Campus Sexual Assault Study, 2007). Drinking was also associated with not 

using a condom when having sex with a casual partner (LaBrie, Earleywine, Schiffman, 

Pedersen & Marriot, 2005). Thus, binge drinking is indicative of an increased risk of 

impaired driving, vehicular death, sexual assault (for women), unintentional and 

intentional substance use, and unprotected sex.  

To what degree is marijuana use a risk behavior? It appears to be negatively 

related to health, mental health and positively related to comorbidity with use of other 

substances. In a review of epidemiological studies Hall (2009) found that marijuana use 

carried respiratory and cancer risks similar to that of smoking cigarettes and increased the 

risk of myocardial infarction one hour after use. Ramaekers, Berghaus, van Laar & 

Drummer (2004) suggest that marijuana, though less potent than alcohol, may increase 

the risk of a motor vehicle crash by two to three times when used right before driving 

(Ramaekers, et al., 2004). 

A meta-analysis by Moore, Zammit, Lingford-Hughes, Barnes, Jones, Burke et 

al., (2007) found marijuana use to increase the risk of experiencing a psychotic disorder 

in heavy users and Zammit, Allebeck, Andreasson, Lundberg and Lewis (2002) found an 
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increased risk of developing schizophrenia in those who used marijuana. One 

longitudinal study found 23.3% of 17-19 year olds experienced depression or anxiety 

related to marijuana use (Scholes-Balog, Hemphill, Patton, & Toumbourou, 2013). 

Another longitudinal study found that young adult females’ daily use of marijuana 

increased the risk of depression and anxiety by five times compared to non-users, despite 

a host of controls (Patton, Coffey, Carlin, Degenhard, Lynskey, & Hall, 2002). Marijuana 

use in college increased the risk of an incapacitated sexual assault for women (The 

Campus Sexual Assault Study, 2007).  

Gledhill-Hoyt, Lee, Strote, & Wechsler, (2000) using three waves of the College 

Alcohol Study (1993; 1997; 1999) found that 9 in 10 of those who used marijuana in the 

last 30 days also report having binge drank, smoked or used another illicit drug in the 

same timeframe. Thus despite claims that marijuana use is largely harmless (See 

Macleod, Oakes, Copello, Crome, Egger, Hickman, Oppenkowski, Stokes-Lampard & 

Smith; 2004 for a critique) it appears to increase the risk of respiratory cancer and heart 

problems. Moreover, it is related to experiencing psychotic symptoms, developing 

schizophrenia, increased depression and anxiety and sexual assault. Finally, it appears to 

be comorbid with the use of other substances.  

What harm is there in having multiple lifetime sexual partners? Despite efforts 

towards sex education and increased availability of protection, estimates suggest that one 

in two sexually active persons will contract a Sexually Transmitted Disease/Sexually 

Transmitted Infection by age 25 (Cates, Herndon, Schulz, & Darroch, 2004). Another 

study that combined data from the National Survey of Family Growth and the General 

Social Survey found that more than half of women 20-24 were at risk for contracting an 
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Sexually Transmitted Disease over the previous year and that their risk directly increased 

as their number of sexual partners increased and indirectly through the undisclosed non-

monogamous risky sexual behavior of their partners (Finer, Darroch, & Singh, 1999). 

Again, unmarried 18 to 29 year olds experienced the greatest risk of infection (Finer, 

Darroch, & Singh, 1999). One national survey of 18-30 year olds reported 54% of 

sexually active respondents either seldom or never used a condom in the last 12 months 

(Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, Schulenberg & Patrick, 2012) though frequency of 

condom use increases with number of partners. It is unclear for those who do use 

condoms to what extent they are consistently being used correctly. Each time protection 

is not used or used incorrectly puts both partners at risk for contracting sexually 

transmitted infections and HIV (Johnston et al, 2012). The Campus Sexual Assault Study 

found that number of sexual partners women had since entering college was positively 

predictive of risk of both forced and incapacitated sexual assault (2007). Having multiple 

lifetime sexual partners increases the risk of contracting a sexually transmitted infection, 

especially when paired with lack of or inconsistent use of protection, as seems to be the 

case for emerging adults. It may be particularly risky for women as they are at risk for 

pregnancy and greater risk of sexual assault than men.  

Faith-Identity as a risk protective factor 

A highly religious faith identity can serve as a risk protective factor for a number 

of risks, including binge drinking, marijuana use and increasing numbers of lifetime 

sexual partners from adolescence through emerging adulthood. 
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BINGE DRINKING. 

 Frequent religious service attendance was associated with lower levels of alcohol 

use in both male and female high school freshman (Brown, Parks, Zimmerman, & 

Phillips, 2001). In a longitudinal study of high school students Kerestes, Youniss & Metz 

(2004) found that respondents high in religiousness over two waves and three years had 

the lowest use of alcohol compared their less religious peers. Students consistently low in 

religiousness over both waves demonstrated high alcohol use. The most dramatic increase 

in alcohol use was for students who went from high religiousness to low religiousness 

from wave one to wave two. These students exhibited the highest levels of use of alcohol 

of any group in the second wave. Students that were low in religiosity at wave one and 

high at wave two demonstrated the highest overall rates of alcohol of any group. 

Wallace, Brown, Bachman, and Laveist, (2003) using five years (1997-2001) and 

approximately 55,000 respondents of pooled Monitoring the Future high school data 

showed religious service attendance and importance of religion were both related to 

lower levels of drinking. This same study uncovered some interesting differences in 

alcohol use by race as well, with African Americans abstaining at higher rates than 

whites overall. However, highly religious whites abstained at higher rates compared to 

highly religious African Americans.  

Moreover, using the National Study of Youth and Religion, Smith and Snell 

(2009), show that emerging adults that are higher in religion are less likely to drink 

alcohol and binge less frequently if they did drink. Furthermore, using 4 waves of the 

Monitoring the Future Study to create a multi-cohort design, religiosity reduced both 

early-onset and chronic high use drinking in 18 to 26 year olds (Jackson, Sher, & 
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Schulenberg, 2008). Religiousness was negatively correlated with alcohol use in 18-20 

year old college students (Sauer-Zavala, Burris, & Carlson, 2012). In a somewhat unique 

study of college students’ religion and drinking, Wells (2010) adds context to the 

religiousness-drinking relationship. Unsurprisingly, the author finds the least religious 

students 27 times more likely to be heavy drinkers and the most religious to be least 

likely to be heavy drinkers across two university settings. Interestingly, and though likely 

somewhat due to selection, students at the secular state school in her study were 4 times 

more likely to be heavy drinkers compared to students at the private religious university 

in the study. Thus, there is some evidence to suggest that school context may be 

connected to drinking levels. 

MARIJUANA. 

A number of the studies reviewed for the drinking section demonstrate virtually 

identical patterns and relationships between religiousness and marijuana use as they did 

for drinking (Kerestes, Youniss & Metz, 2004; Jackson, Sher, & Schulenberg, 2008; 

Smith & Snell, 2009; Wallace, Brown, Bachman, & Laveist, 2003). In the longitudinal 

study by Kerestes, Youniss & Metz (2004) marijuana patterns varied slightly from the 

alcohol patterns previously discussed. Students that were high in religion over both 

waves were characterized by low levels of marijuana. Low-first-wave-high-second-wave 

students are indistinguishable from their high-high counterparts on wave one marijuana 

use. By wave two this group demonstrates the highest levels of marijuana of all groups. 

The groups that are characterized by low religiousness across both waves or low and then 

high both register increases in marijuana use and are indistinguishable from one another 

based on this variable  
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Findings from the Wallace, Brown, Bachman, and Laveist (2003) five wave 

Monitoring the Future study of high school students mirrored those related to drinking 

and race: religious service attendance and importance of religion were all related to lower 

levels of marijuana use and African Americans abstained overall at higher rates compared 

to whites. Moreover, highly religious African Americans abstained from marijuana at 

lower levels compared to highly religious whites. Most highly religious emerging adults 

in the National Survey of Youth and Religion had never tried marijuana and those that 

had were significantly less likely to use on a regular basis (Smith & Snell, 2009). Flory 

and colleagues (Flory, Lynam, Milich, Leukefeld, & Clayton, 2004) utilized a community 

sample six wave panel study of now early emerging adults to investigate trajectories of 

marijuana use. Religiousness in their study was measured by frequency of religious 

service attendance and importance of attendance. They found late-onset and non-

marijuana users to be higher on this religious measure than early onset marijuana users, 

but not significantly different from each other. It is unclear for what wave the questions 

regarding religion were asked and the singular focus on attendance may have limited the 

author’s ability to replicate distinctions between non-users and late-onset users by found 

elsewhere.   

Moreover, using the National Study of Youth and Religion, Smith and Snell 

(2009), show that emerging adults that are higher in religion are less likely to drink 

alcohol and binge less frequently if they did drink. Again, a multiwave study of 18 to 26 

year-olds found religiosity reduced both early-onset and chronic high use of marijuana 

(Jackson, Sher, & Schulenberg, 2008). Thus, on the whole, a faith-identity high in 

religiousness appears to provide a protective buffer from the risks of marijuana use. 
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SEX 

A highly religious faith-identity also appears protective from multiple lifetime 

sexual partners. Emerging adults who frequently attended religious services as 

adolescents and indicated religion was an important part of their daily life were least 

likely to have sex before marriage. Those with no religious affiliation and Black 

Protestants were most likely to have sex before marriage. Attending services a few times 

a month or indicating religion was fairly important was related to a likelihood of having 

pre-marital sex that split the difference between the highly religious and the unaffiliated 

(Uecker, 2008). Using wave three of the National Survey of Youth and Religion (Ages 

18-23) Smith and Snell (2009) report an inverse relationship between median number of 

sex partners and religious participation. Of emerging adults having sex, the most religious 

emerging adults reported two partners, while the least religious reported four. A similar, 

yet somewhat muddled pattern is repeated for college students with respect to service 

attendance, importance of religion and sex. Some studies of college students find 

religiousness to be negatively related to lifetime sexual partners for men and women 

(Burris, Smith and Carlson 2009; Lefkowitz, Gillen, Shearer & Boone, 2004) or for 

women only (Davidson Moor & Ullstrup 2004), while others find no relationship 

between religiousness and number of lifetime sexual partners (Luquis, Brelsford & 

Rojas-Guyler, 2012; Murray-Swank, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2005). For example, 

Davidson Moor and Ullstrup (2004) demonstrated that weekly religious service attenders 

had the fewest sexual partners, followed by monthly, and that yearly attenders disclosed 

the highest number of sexual partners. Interestingly, one study found sexually active 

Catholic college students to have fewer lifetime partners when compared to sexually 
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active Protestant students and the number of lifetime sexual partners for non-believers 

was not significantly different from either religious group (Lefkowitz et al., 2004). Thus, 

for emerging adults in general, being highly religious is indicative of fewer lifetime 

sexual partners. Whether due to smaller samples, cross-sectional data, or a real 

difference, the relationship between religiousness and number of lifetime sexual partners 

is less clear for emerging adults in college settings. There is also some uncertainty 

regarding the relationship between denomination (e.g., Catholic, Protestant, Black 

Protestant, etc.) or lack thereof (e.g., No affiliation, nonbeliever, etc.) and number of 

lifetime sexual partners. The weight of the evidence is strongest for binge drinking, but 

overall a faith-identity that endorses and accepts religious values, such as religious 

service attendance and holding religiousness in high regard, indeed seems somewhat 

protected from the risks associated with binge drinking, marijuana use and multiple 

lifetime partners. Could propensity towards risk taking moderate the protective 

characteristics of a faith-identity high in religiousness?  

SENSATION SEEKING 

Waterman (1999) theorized that variation in one’s need for stimulation or variety 

could potentially influence identity development. Sensation seeking has been described 

as “the need for varied, novel and complex sensations and experiences, and the 

willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of such 

experiences”(Zuckerman,1979, p. 10) This personality trait has demonstrated power in 

predicting risk-taking (Popham, Kennison & Bradley, 2011; Zuckerman, 1994). Those 

high in sensation seeking are more likely to drink (Schwarz, Burkhart & Green, 1978) to 

drink heavily (Jackson, Sher, & Schulenberg, 2008; Zuckerman, 1987) to use illegal 
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drugs including marijuana (Hoyle, Stephenson, Palmgreen, Lorch, & Donohew, 2002; 

Satinder & Black, 1984; Zuckerman 1983) and to participate in risky sexual behavior 

including multiple lifetime sexual partners (Deckman & DeWall, 2011; Donohew, 

Zimmerman, Cupp, Novak, Colon, & Abell, 2000; Kalichman, Heckman, & Kelly, 1996; 

Zapolski, Cyders & Smith, 2009; Zuckerman, 2007).  

Focal Risk Behaviors and Sensation Seeking  

Studies with college student and community samples of emerging adults find 

sensation seeking is predictive of alcohol problems, including binge drinking (Kaynak, 

Meyers, Caldeira, Vincent, Winters & Arria, 2013; Lindgren, Mullins, Neighbors & 

Blayney 2010; Shin, Hong, & Jeon, 2102). For example, sensation seeking was predictive 

of alcohol dependence in the first year of college (Kaynak et al., 2013). Further, high 

levels of sensation seeking are associated with a greater degree of weekly alcohol 

consumption (Fillmore, Ostling, Martin, & Kelly, 2009). 

Sensation Seeking was also predictive of marijuana dependence in the first year of 

college (Kaynak, et al., 2013) and use over the last 30 days in a college sample (Ravert, 

Schwartz, Zamboanga, Kim, Weisskirch, & Bersamin, 2009). Sensation seeking is 

predictive of the number of sexual partners in the last 30 days in a college sample and 

lifetime sexual partners for African American females (Ravert, et al., 2009; Spitalnick, 

DiClemente, Wingood, Crosby, Milhausen, Sales, McCarty, Rose, & Younger, 2007). 

What might explain the relationship between sensation seeking and the risk 

behaviors outlined above? In comparison to those low in sensation seeking, those high in 

sensation seeking appear to be predisposed to a greater extent to obtain exaggerated 

benefits from the rewards of alcohol use (Fillmore, Ostling, Martin, & Kelly, 2009). 
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Other work with attractive and risky dating partner vignettes suggests that those high in 

sensation seeking were simultaneously more willing to express willingness to participate 

in risky (in this case sexual) behaviors but less willing to accept that the potential 

negative consequences of those behaviors will happen to them (Henderson, Hennessy, 

Barrett, Curtis, McCoy-Roth, Trentacoste & Fishbein, 2005; Henderson, Hennessy, 

Barrett, Martin & Fishbein, 2006). Thus, if people high in sensation seeking believe they 

will overbenefit from a risk behavior and avoid any costs typically associated with that 

risk, it becomes easy to understand the potential connection between sensation seeking 

and elevated levels of risk behaviors.  

In order to address a measurement weakness in the sensation seeking scales 

developed by Zuckerman, Arnett (1994) created and validated the Arnett Inventory of 

Sensation Seeking scale for use with late adolescents and emerging adults. The scale 

improves upon Zuckerman’s approach in that the items in the Arnett Inventory of 

Sensation Seeking do not reference risk-taking behavior explicitly, yet are still able to 

adequately capture the phenomenon, thereby avoiding issues of demand response and 

limiting social desirability effects. The Arnett Inventory of Sensation Seeking has 

demonstrated associations with risk-behaviors, such as binge drinking, substance use and 

risky sexual behaviors in both adolescents and emerging adults (Arnett, 1994; 1998; 

Bradley & Wildman, 2002; Ravert, Schwartz, Zamboanga, Kim, Weisskirch, & 

Bersamin, 2009). And with that the justification for the theoretical model of Faith-

Identity Development, along with proposed moderators should be clear. Next I will 

outline specific research questions and hypotheses in turn. 



 

 

 

 

44 

Research Questions 

From the literature reviewed thus far I draw the following research questions: 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1  

How does parental religious socialization relate to faith-identity? Specifically, 

how does parental Spiritual Modeling relate to faith identities in emerging adulthood in 

college? The literature suggests a strong link between parental religiousness and the 

religiousness of offspring. More religious parents are expected to participate in spiritual 

modeling to a greater degree compared less religious parents and the degree of spiritual 

modeling is expected to relate differentially to the faith-identities of their offspring.   

Hypothesis 1  

Spiritual modeling will be significantly and positively related to those faith-

identities that strongly endorse religiousness. Spiritual modeling will be significantly and 

negatively related to faith-identities that reject religiousness. Spiritual modeling will be 

weakly related to faith-identities that weakly endorse or reject religiousness. Spiritual 

modeling will positively related to commitment and negatively related to exploration. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2  

How does family context moderate the relation between spiritual modeling and 

patterns of faith-identity development? First, to what extent does parental-emerging adult 

relationship quality moderate the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-

identity?   

The literature suggests that all things being equal, offspring who felt closer to or 

had a better relationship their parents were more likely to adopt the attitudes, beliefs, 
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values and behaviors of their parents. It also suggests that religious parents and their 

offspring may place additional meaning on the relationship quality of the parent-

emerging adult relationship and act in ways that promote relationship quality above and 

beyond that of less religious parents. Overall this would suggest that emerging adults who 

feel closest to their parents will be more likely to adopt parental values, strengthening the 

relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity across the board. It also 

suggests that the strengthening may be particularly pronounced for the more religious-

leaning faith-identities. 

Hypothesis 2A  

High levels of parent-emerging adult relationship quality will increase the 

strength of the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity for faith-

identities that strongly endorse religiousness. Low levels of parent-emerging adult 

relationship quality will decrease the strength of the relationship between spiritual 

modeling and faith-identity for faith-identities that strongly endorse religiousness.  

Second, to what extent does parental conflict moderate the relationship between 

spiritual modeling and faith-identity?   

The literature suggests that parental conflict may interfere with the spiritual 

modeling process. Due to parental conflict, offspring may experience their parents’ 

relationship as less rewarding than expected and choose not to emulate parental beliefs, 

values, attitudes and behaviors as result. It also suggests that religious parents and their 

offspring may place additional meaning on parental conflict and act in ways that promote 

relationship harmony above and beyond that of less religious parents.  Religious parents’ 
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inability to work through their marital difficulties may interfere more so with the strength 

of spiritual modeling for these offspring compared to offspring of less religious parents.  

Hypothesis 2B 

High levels of parental conflict will decrease the strength of the relationship 

between spiritual modeling and faith-identity for faith-identities that strongly or weakly 

approve of religiousness. Low levels of parental conflict will increase the strength of the 

relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity for strong and weak endorsers 

of religion.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 3  

What is the relationship between faith-identity and risk behavior in college? 

Specifically, how do patterns of faith-identity development relate to binge drinking, 

marijuana use, and number of sexual partners in college? 

Literature suggests, to the extent that findings related to religiousness and risk 

behavior may be generalized to apply to this new measure of faith-identity, that faith-

identities that may be characterized as higher religiousness may experience lower rates of 

risk behaviors. Those faith-identities characterized as weakly religiousness may or may 

not experience lower rates of risk behaviors and those characterized as non-religious may 

be expected to demonstrate higher risk behaviors in college. Further, to the extent that 

strong endorsement or rejection represents a greater commitment to or resolution of one’s 

faith-identity, and resolution and commitment are related to lower risk behaviors, faith-

identities that can be characterized as highly committed or resolved may demonstrate 
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lower risk behaviors in comparison with faith-identities that may be characterized as less 

committed or unresolved. 

Hypothesis 3  

Faith-Identities high in commitment will demonstrate lower risk behaviors 

compared to faith-identities that are more exploratory. Faith-identities with favorable 

endorsements of religion with also demonstrate lower risk behaviors compared to faith-

identities with less favorable religious views.   

RESEARCH QUESTION 4  

How do personal characteristics moderate the relation between faith-identity and 

risk? Specifically, how does sensation seeking moderate the relationship between faith-

identity and binge drinking, marijuana use, and number of sexual partners in college? 

The literature is fairly straightforward in suggesting that sensation seeking is 

related to a number of risk behaviors, including those under investigation here. Alone it 

may be expected to increase risk behavior across the board. But when interacting with 

more religiously inclined or committed faith-identities it may reduce the strength of the 

relationship between faith-identity and risk behavior. Conversely, it may increase the 

strength the relationship between faith-identity and risk behavior for the less-religious or 

more exploratory faith-identities. Low levels of sensation seeking only serve to reduce 

the risk behaviors of the less religious and exploratory faith-identities.   

Hypothesis 4  

High levels of sensation seeking will reduce the strength of the relationship 

between faith-identity and low rates of binge drinking, marijuana use and fewer sexual 
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partners for faith-identities that strongly favor religion or are characterized by high levels 

of commitment. High levels of sensation seeking will increase the strength of the 

relationship between faith-identity and higher rates of binge drinking, marijuana use and 

more numerous sexual partners for exploratory and less religiously inclined faith-

identities.  Low levels of sensation seeking will have no effect on the relationship 

between faith-identity and rate of binge drinking, marijuana use and number of sexual 

partners for committed or religiously favorable faith-identities. Low levels of sensation 

seeking will reduce the strength of the relationship between faith-identity and binge 

drinking, marijuana and number of sexual partners for those faith-identities that are more 

exploratory or more secular. 
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METHODS 

I employed the Family Religion and College Experiences survey, a cross-section 

of college students across 11 universities during Fall of 2012.  

Sample Demographics 

Data from 790 emerging adult college students was collected online using the 

survey program RedCap Survey. The following demographics should provide a general 

sense of sample characteristics. As might be expected given the sampling strategy, 

intrinsic interest and college demographics, the sample is largely female (83.2%).  The 

mean age of the sample is 19.9 (SD = 1.9) with a range of 17 to 30. Freshman made up 

the largest proportion of respondents at 33.3%, while the remaining classes are fairly 

evenly distributed in slowing declining proportions: Sophomores make up 26.2%, Juniors 

21.0% and Seniors 18.8% of the sample. Two recent graduates and four graduate students 

make up the remaining .8%. By race the sample is largely white at 74.6%. Nearly one in 

ten respondents are African Americans (9%) and 7.7% are Asian/Asian American. 

Approximately six percent of respondents chose Other and two point five percent 

identified as bi- or multi-racial Almost 15% of the sample (n = 115) identified as 

Hispanic. Family structures were somewhat varied, with the majority of respondents 

(73.8%) indicating they were raised in a married two parent family. Almost eight percent 

of respondents indicated single parent (7.5%), 8.6% Divorced joint custody and 3.5% 

Divorced Sole Custody. Approximately 3% of respondents identified being raised in a 

Step-family (2.9%), One point six percent by two cohabiting parents, 0.8% by 

Grandparents, 0.1% by Foster parents and 1% indicated Other. Just over one in four 



 

 

 

 

50 

respondents self-identified as Protestant (26.1%), and almost one in three as Catholic 

(30.8%). Only one point five percent were Jewish, 1.4% Muslim/Islamic and 5.7% as 

LDS/Mormon while nearly one in five (18.3%) as Another religion. Eight percent were 

not religious (8.2%), 4.3% Agnostic and 2.2% Atheist. The vast majority of respondents 

have primarily lived in a residence hall/dorm (42%) or apartment, house or room (46.5%) 

during their time in college. The remaining primary living situations include Fraternity or 

Sorority housing (5.8%) at home with parents (4.6%), with family other than parents 

(0.8%) and other (0.4%).  Approximately one third of respondents attend either UT-

Austin (33.4%) or Kansas State University (29.7%). Louisiana State University 

respondents make up 11.4%, University of North Carolina-Greensboro and Mississippi 

State University both at 5.6%. College students from Baylor University come in it at 

5.9% and Brigham Young University students at 5.4%. Notre Dame, The University of 

Texas at San Antonio, The University of Texas at El Paso and the University of Arizona 

are 1% each. Percentages sum to more than 100% due to rounding error. Thus, just over 

one in ten respondents hail from explicitly religious university settings and the vast 

majority of participants are from the southern or Midwestern regions of the United States. 

The combination of region and religious schools makes it no surprise that nearly 83% of 

respondents either agree or strongly agree with the statement “I was raised in a particular 

religion or faith tradition.” However, 9.6% either disagree or strongly disagree. Just over 

one in five agree (strongly or somewhat) that they no longer follow the religion they were 

raised in. 
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Procedures 

College professors and administrative personnel in Human Development and 

Family Sciences programs at large universities across the United States were sent an 

email by the head researcher or trained member of the research team explaining the study 

and soliciting their help in passing on the informed consent, which included the survey 

link and study description, to students in their classes. Purposive sampling was attempted 

to obtain a roughly equal proportion of White, Asian/Asian American, Black/African 

American and Hispanic respondents. Universities with the highest proportion of 

Asian/Americans, African Americans and Hispanic students were contacted. Schools 

were also included in the sampling frame based on explicit inclusion of religious 

instruction (e.g., required religious service attendance, observance of a specific code of 

morals, religious studies required or included as part the educational curricula, reputation, 

etc.).             

Measures 

A host of factors have been identified in the previous literature review of faith-

identity that may relate to the development of faith-identity in emerging adulthood. These 

factors will be operationalized below (see table 1).   

SPIRITUAL MODELING 

Research Question One or parental religious socialization and faith-identity of 

emerging adults in college, will be addressed using parental Spiritual Modeling. 

 The nine item Faith Activities in the Home Scale (FAITHS-Short Version; 

Lambert & Dollahite, 2006) was used to tap parental efforts of religious socialization, or 
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level of Spiritual Modeling. This measure has demonstrated good internal consistency 

(.88-.92) and test-retest reliability over multiple samples and after three weeks. It also 

demonstrated good convergent and discriminant validity with college student samples 

(2006). Responses on the seven point scale ranged from one or “never/not applicable” to 

seven or “more than once a day.” Sample items include “Family religious conversations 

at home” and “Family prayer (family together other than at meals).” Reliability based on 

the current sample is high (Cronbach’s Alpha of .92). 

COMMITMENT VERSUS EXPLORATION. 

The Commitment versus Exploration scale is a continuum that captures a 

commitment oriented faith-identity “I am unsure what religious or spiritual path I should 

take.” (Reverse coded) at one end and an exploration oriented faith-identity “Some 

religious teachings are outdated” at the other end. The scale consists of seven items that 

range from 1 to 5. Higher scores indicate a more commitment oriented faith-identity, 

while lower scores, indicate a more exploration oriented faith-identity. Cronbach’s Alpha 

is acceptable, with a score of .74 (see Appendix for full list of items). 

RELIGIOUS VERSUS SECULAR. 

The Religious versus Secular scale is intended to capture on a continuum the 

degree of endorsement of a religiously oriented faith-identity or a secularly based faith-

identity. This six-item scale ranges from 1 to 5. Sample items include “I place greater 

trust in scientific evidence than religious beliefs” a more secular item, and “I have a 

strong religious faith”, a more religious item. Similar to the previous scale, higher scores, 

indicate a more religiously oriented faith-identity. Conversely, lower scores, are 
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indicative of a more secularly oriented faith-identity.  Cronbach’s alpha is quite high, at 

.95 (see Appendix A for a full list of items). 

MODERATORS 

Research Question 2, or the potential moderating role of family context on the 

relationship between parental religious socialization and patterns of faith-identity 

development, will be tested using prior parental conflict and current emerging adult-

parental relationship quality. 

Parental conflict. 

 Parental conflict is measured using 9 items from Grych, Sied & Finchams’ 

(1992) Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPIC). Participants were 

directed to think back to when they were at home when responding to these questions. 

Four items tap frequency of parental conflict “I often saw my parents arguing” and five 

items tap intensity of parental conflict “My parents have broken or thrown things during 

an argument.” The three possible response categories include “true” (3), “sort of true”, 

and “false. (1)” Reliability, as indicated by Cronbach’s Alpha, is high at .99. To ease 

interpretability, responses on this scale were transformed using z scores. 

Parent-Emerging adult relationship quality. 

Relationship quality will be assessed using one item that captures how close 

respondents feel to their parents/primary care giver. “How close do you feel to your 

parents/primary care giver?” Possible responses on a five point scale ranged from 

(5)“very close”, to (1) or “very distant.”  Due to a highly skewed distribution, this 

variable was standardized using z scores, transforming the range to -.365--.35. 
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RISK BEHAVIORS 

Research Question 3, or the relationship between the six faith-identities and risk 

behaviors will be tested using binge drinking, marijuana use, and number of sexual 

partners in college. 

Binge drinking. 

The stem and response scale for binge drinking was borrowed from The National 

Survey of Adolescent Health. One item was used to tap binge drinking behaviors over the 

last 30 days: [Think back over the last 30 days]. How many times have you had five or 

more drinks in a row? (A “drink” is a glass of wine, a bottle of beer, a wine cooler, a shot 

glass of liquor, a mixed drink, etc.)” The response categories for binge drinking over the 

last 30 days are on a six point scale ranging from “none” to “10 or more times.”  

Marijuana use. 

Marijuana use in college is also captured using a stem and response scale 

borrowed from The National Survey of Adolescent Health. Sample items include “On 

how many occasions (if any) have you used marijuana [during the last 30 days]?” The 

possible responses on a 7 point scale range from “0” on the low end to “40 or more” on 

the high end. 

Sexual activity. 

All participants were asked “Have you ever had sexual intercourse?” This 

question has a binary “yes” or “no” response. Those that selected yes were then asked a 

follow up question regarding their sexual activity. “Over the last 30 days, with how many 

people did you have sex? All responses were fill in the blank. 
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PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Research Question 5, or the potential moderation of the relationship between 

faith-identities and risk behaviors by personal factors will be tested using a measure of 

sensation seeking. Conceptually the scale captures degree of preference for novel and 

intense experiences. 

Sensation seeking.  

This trait will be measured using 8 items from the original 20-item Arnett 

Inventory of Sensation Seeking (AISS; Arnett, 1994). The measure is on a 4-point scale 

that ranges from “describes me well” (4), to “does not describe me at all. (1)” Sample 

items include “I think it is fun to perform or speak in front of a group” and “If I were to 

go to an amusement park I would prefer to ride the rollercoaster or other fast rides” 

Internal reliability of the full scale has been previously demonstrated to be acceptable and 

appropriate for use with emerging adults (Cronbach’s alpha =.67; Arnett, 1998). 

Cronbach’s alpha for the measure based on the current sample is acceptable and slightly 

improved over previous investigations at .72. This scale was also transformed to a z score 

metric.   

COVARIATES 

Based on the review of literature a number of variables are expected to co-vary 

with spiritual modeling, one’s faith-identity and risk behaviors. Factors that are 

consistently related to religiousness are expected to operate in a similar manner under the 

faith-identity paradigm. Under this assumption the need arises to control for the potential 

influence of a number of variables. Females consistently score higher on measures related 

to religiousness compared to males (Hunsberger, Pratt, Pancer 2001), thus, female is 
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dummy coded at =0 and male =1. Race is also consistently related to religiousness 

(Chatters, Jayakody  & Levin; Cheah & Nelson, 2004; 1996; Sanchez & Carter, 2005). 

Thus, white is dummy coded as 0 and all other races as 1. Parental religious homogamy 

and family structure (e.g., divorced or not) may also play a part.  Current relationship 

status (e.g., living with a significant other or single) may also relate to the development of 

faith-identity. Relationship status was dummy coded for 0 if in a committed relationship 

(e.g., married, seriously dating) or single = 1.  Romantic relationship status will relate to 

risk behaviors such as binge drinking and number of sexual partners. The context of a 

religious private university versus secular public may have bearings on faith-identity and 

risk behaviors. Thus, religious universities were coded as zero and secular public 

universities as one. 

Family structure. 

Respondent family structure was captured with a single a single item: “What best 

describes the family you were raised in?” The nine possible response categories included 

“Married two parent”, “Cohabiting two parent”, “Single parent”, “Divorced joint 

custody”, “Divorced sole custody”, “Step-family”, “Grandparents”, “Foster parents”, and 

“Other.” Family structure was dummy coded with married-two parent as a 0 and all other 

categories as a 1.  

Parental religious homogamy. 

Parental religious homogamy was measured with two items: “With what faith 

tradition or religious denomination does your mother[father] identify?” The ten possible 

response categories included “Catholic; Protestant; Jewish, Muslim/Islamic; 
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LDS/Mormon; Buddhist; Another Religion; Not Religious; Atheist; Agnostic” These two 

variables were combined in a new variable and dummy coded to represent homogamous 

or heterogamous pairs. Denominationally homogenous pairs were dummy coded as a 0 

while all denominationally heterogamous pairs were coded a 1. 
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Table 1 

     

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables     

 N Range Mean SD 

Commitment vs Exploration  752 1.00--- 5.00 3.34 .78 

Religious vs Secular  766 1.00--- 5.00 3.79 1.19 

Spiritual Modeling  775 1.00--- 6.89 2.63. 1.40 

Parental Conflict 706 1.00--- 3.00 1.67  .55 

Relationship Quality 790 1.00-----5.00 4.65 .68 

Spiritual Modeling X Parental 

Conflict Interaction 

694 -2.74--- 3.72 -.20 .72 

Spiritual Modeling X 

Relationship Quality 

Interaction 

775 -7.04---4.29 .18 .86 

Sensation Seeking 759 1.00--- 4.00  2.48 .55 

Commitment vs Exploration X 

Sensation Seeking Interaction 

758 -1.98--1.69 -.04 .41 

Religious vs Secular X 

Sensation Seeking Interaction 

759 -2.54--1.57 -.080 .49 

Female 789 .00--1.00 .83 .38 

white 790 .00--1.00 .78 .42 

Married Two Parent 789 .00--1.00 .26 .44 

Committed Romantic 

Relationship  

787 .00--1.00 .52 .50 

Religiously Homogamous 

Parents 

790 .00--1.00 .23 .42 

Religious University 788 .00--1.00 .88 .33 

Religious vs. Secular X 

Commitment vs Exploration 

Interaction 

788 -1.74--7.11 .71 .91 

Number of Sexual Partners 790 .00--5.00 .45 .62 

Marijuana Use 789 .00--6.00 .33 1.06 

Binge Drinking 786 .00--5.00 .92 1.40 

Valid N (listwise) 665    

Note: All interactions are based on centered variables. 
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Plan of Analysis 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1 

Ordinary Least Squares regression analyses will be employed investigate how 

parental spiritual modeling relates to faith-identity. Spiritual modeling will be used as the 

independent variable and the Commitment versus Exploration and Religious versus 

Secular scales will serve as dependent variables. I will add all covariates and Spiritual 

Modeling in one block. The R Squared will provide a measure how well the combination 

of variables in the model capture variance regarding the dependent variable.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 2  

To test for the presence of moderating effects, terms representing the interaction 

between parental conflict, current parental-emerging adult relationship quality and 

spiritual modeling will be added to the Ordinary Least Squares regression model. All 

continuous predictors will be centered prior to creating the multiplicative terms. As in 

Research Question 1, all covariates will be entered as a block with all the predictors and 

interaction terms.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 3  

To test the relation between faith-identity group and risk behaviors, the 

Commitment versus Exploration and Religious versus Secular scales will be entered as 

predictors in OLS regression analyses with binge drinking, marijuana use, and number of 
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sexual partners as dependent variables. Covariates will be entered simultaneously along 

with faith-identity predictor variables.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 4  

To investigate moderation, a term representing the interaction between sensation 

seeking and both the Commitment versus Explorer and Religious versus Secular scales 

will be added to the regression model. The potential moderating effect of Commitment 

versus Exploration on Religious versus Secular as it relates to risk behaviors will be 

investigated with an interaction term. Covariates will be entered in the first block 

simultaneously with the interaction term.  
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ANALYSIS 

The bi-variate relationships between variables used in the first half of analyses 

can be found in table 2. As expected, spiritual modeling is negatively correlated with 

parental conflict and positively with the two continuous faith-identity scales. Both faith-

identity scales are negatively correlated with parental conflict and positively correlated 

with relationship quality. Conversely, conflict and quality are positively correlated. 

Table 2 

      

Pearson Correlations of Study Variables Related to Family 

Relationships 

  

Variables  1 2 3 4 5 N 

1.Religious vs  

Secular 

- .723 .505 -.156 .096 752 

2.Commitment vs 

Exploration  

 - .520 -.148 -.112 766 

3.Spiritual Modeling   - -.255 -.135 775 

4.Parental Conflict    -  284 706 

5.Relationship Quality     - 790 

Note: All correlations are significant at p < .01. 

 

Research Question One 

Research questions one and two will be address with one OLS model predicting a 

religious versus secular faith-identity (Table 3) and one model predicting a committed 

versus exploratory faith-identity (Table 4). Spiritual Modeling will serve as the 

independent variable. A review of the properties of Spiritual Modeling suggests that 

overall, the perceived frequency of spiritual modeling that occurred in the homes of these 

emerging adults as they developed was fairly low (2.6 on a 7 point metric where 2 = 
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yearly or a few times a year and 3 = monthly/a few times a month) a finding consistent 

the with previous research with this age group in college (Dollahite & Lambert, 2010). 

Could such low levels of parental spiritual modeling in their families of origin hold sway 

over college students’ current faith-identities? I now turn to hypotheses. Hypothesis one 

received strong support (see tables 3 and 4).  

Table 3 

       

OLS Regression Predicting the Religious vs Secular Dimension of Faith-Identity 

 95% CI for B 

 B S.E. β t Sig. LB UB 

Constant 2.690 .269  10.006 .000 1.477 2.986 

Spiritual Modeling .393 .031 .458 12.581 .000 .332 .456 

Parental Conflict .007 .081 .003 .085 .932 -.152 .166 

Relationship Quality .076 .065 .043 1.174 .241 -.051 .204 

Spiritual Modeling X  

Parental Conflict 

-.082 .057 -.049 -1.442 .150 -.193 .030 

Spiritual Modeling X 

Relationship Quality 

.040 .049 .029 .807 .420 -.057 .137 

Female .367 .103 .116 3.578 .000 .166 ..569 

white .168 .100 .056 1.671 .095 -.029 .365 

Married Two Parent 

Family 

-.004 .102 .-001 -.037 .970 -.204 .197 

Parental Religious 

Homogamy 

-.424 .098 -.148 -4.330 .000 -.617 -.232 

Religious University  -.247 .119 -.070 -2.068 .039 -.482 -.012 

R
2 

 .329       

F 32.49***       

Note: *** = p < .001. N = 664. 

 

First, in direct support of hypothesis one, spiritual modeling is directly and positively 

related to the Religious versus Secular faith-identity scale (β = .458, p = .000), indicating 

that a one standard deviation increase in spiritual modeling is associated with an increase 
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of .447 on the Religious versus Secular faith-identity scale. In other words, Spiritual 

Modeling is predictive of greater degrees of a religiously oriented faith-identity. Spiritual 

Modeling is also directly and positively related to the Commitment versus Exploration 

scale (β = .425, p = .000), indicating that a one standard deviation increase in Spiritual 

Modeling is associated with an increase of .421 on the Commitment versus Exploration 

scale (see Table 4). Thus, higher levels of spiritual modeling are predictive of greater 

endorsement of a commitment oriented faith-identity.  

Table 4 

       

OLS Regression Predicting the Commitment vs Exploration Dimension of Faith-Identity  

      95% CI for B 

 B S.E. β t Sig. LB UB 

Constant 2.617 .254  10.299 .000 2.118 3.117 

Spiritual Modeling .239 .021 .425 11.609 .000 .199 .280 

Parental Conflict -.033 .054 -.023 -.609 .543 -.139 .073 

Relationship Quality .064 .042 .055 1.516 .130 -.019 .147 

Spiritual Modeling X 

Parental Conflict 

-.066 .038 -.061 -1.747 .081 -.140 .008 

Spiritual Modeling X 

Relationship Quality 

.043 .031 .048 1.378 .169 -.018 .105 

Female .106 .069 .051 1.546 .123 -.029 .241 

white .165 .067 .083 2.453 .014 .033 .296 

Married Two Parent -.035 .068 -.018 -.515 .607 -.168 .098 

Parental Religious 

Heterogamy 

-.093 .066 -.049 -1.421 .156 -.222 .036 

Religious University -.421 .079 -.182 -5.340 .000 -.576 -.266 

R
2
 .323       

F 31.37***       

 Note: *** = p <.001. N = 656. 

 

These results are present despite controlling for a host of potentially confounding 

variables, including gender, race, family structure, parental religious homogamy, and 



 

 

 

 

64 

university context. Of note from the covariates is that being female was significantly and 

positively predictive of a religiously oriented faith-identity (β = .116, p = .000) and that 

having parents with non-matching denominational affiliations was significantly and 

negatively related to a religiously oriented faith identity (β = -.148, p = .000), or 

indicative of a more secular faith-identity. Being White was predictive of a commitment 

oriented faith-identity (β = .083, p = .014), while being at a religious university was 

negatively predictive of a committed faith-identity (β = .182, p = .000). Overall both 

models do a considerable job, with R
2
 at approximately 32%.    

Research Question Two      

Literature and theory suggest that parental conflict and parental-offspring 

relationship quality may moderate the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-

identity for emerging adults in college, though in opposing directions. Hypothesis 2A, 

that higher levels of relationship quality would increase the strength of the relationship 

between spiritual modeling and faith-identity, particularly so for the Religiously oriented 

faith-identity, while low levels of relationship quality would decrease the religiously 

oriented faith-identity, was not supported. (See Tables 3 and 4). 

Hypothesis 2B states that high levels of parental conflict will decrease the 

strength of the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity for faith-

identities that strongly or weakly approve of religiousness. Low levels of parental conflict 

will increase the strength of the relationship between spiritual modeling and faith-identity 

for strong and weak endorsers of religion. Hypothesis two b is not supported (See Tables 

3 and 4). 
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Research Question Three 

Table 5 provides the bivariate correlations between variables used in the second 

half of the study. The two faith-identity scales are negatively related to all of the other 

variables. Sensation seeking is positively correlated with all of the risk behaviors and 

most strongly with marijuana use. Research question three seeks to describe the 

relationship between faith-identities and risk behaviors with a focus on binge drinking, 

marijuana use and number of sexual partners.  Research questions three and four will be 

addressed using three models: One predicting binge drinking, one predicting marijuana 

use and one predicting number of sexual partners (see Tables 6 through 8). 

 

Table 5        

Pearson Correlations of Study Variables Related to Risk 

Behaviors 

   

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 N 

1.Religious vs  

Secular 

- .723 -.098-. 

 

-.166 -.196 -.185 749 

2.Commitment vs 

Exploration 

 - -.167 -.183 -.184 -.199 763 

3.Sensation Seeking   - .104 .198 .113 756 

4.Number of Sexual Partners     - .169 .231 786 

5.Marijuana Use     - .292 786 

6.Binge Drinking      - 786 

Note: All variables are correlated at p < .01. 

Specifically, hypothesis three states that faith-identities high in commitment will 

demonstrate lower risk behaviors compared to faith-identities that are more exploratory. 

Faith-identities with favorable endorsements of religion will also demonstrate lower risk 

behaviors compared to faith-identities with less favorable religious views.   
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In order to test this hypothesis the Religious versus Secular and Commitment 

versus Exploration scales now become independent variables in Ordinary Least Squares 

Regression. All variables, including the controls will be entered simultaneously. 

Approximately 72% of the sample may be considered active drinkers, somewhat higher 

than the rates for emerging adults generally. Almost 63% of the sample indicated they 

had not binged in the last 30 days. Of the remaining 37% that did binge, half report doing 

so once or twice (51%), 29% three to five times, and 19% six or more times. Of the 

active drinkers, nearly half (48.1%) indicated they had not binged in the last 30 days. The 

sample mean for binge drinking in the last 30 days is .92 on a six point scale (0= none; 5 

= 10 or more times), or a little under once a month. Thus, the current sample’s binge rates 

are comparable to national and college levels. Hypothesis three is partially supported. 

The religious versus secular scale is significantly and negatively related to binge drinking 

(β = -.133, p = .030), indicating that a one standard deviation increase on the religious 

versus secular scale is associated with a decrease of binge drinking by -.131. In other 

words, higher levels of religious versus secular, or having a more religiously oriented 

faith-identity is related to lower levels of binge drinking. No main effect was observed 

for the Commitment versus Exploration scale, though the coefficient is in the expected 

direction. Table 6 summarizes the relationship between faith-identity and binge drinking.  
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Table 6 

       

OLS Regression Predicting Binge Drinking in the Last 30 Days   

      95% CI for B 

 B S.E. β t Sig. LB UB 

Constant 1.264 .447  2.826 .005 .386 2.141 

Commitment vs 

Exploration 

-.114 .100 -.064 -1.141 .254 -.311 .082 

Religious vs Secular -.156 .072 -.133 -2.172 .030 -.297 -.015 

Sensation Seeking .122 .097 .048 1.259 .209 -.068 .313 

Commit vs Explore X 

Sensation Seeking 

.270 .177 .079 1.521 .129 -.079 .618 

Religious vs Secular X 

Sensation Seeking 

-.235 .112 -.109 -2.095 .037 -.456 -.015 

Female -.350 .143 -.093 -2.442 .015 -.631 -.069 

white .530 .126 .155 4.127 .000 .283 .777 

Married Two Parent .272 .118 .085 2.307 .021 .040 .503 

Religious University .137 .163 .033 .842 .400 -.182 .456 

Religious vs Secular X 

Commit vs Explore  

-.172 .070 -.104 -2.441 .015 -.310 -.034 

R
2 

 .093       

F   7.13***       

Note: *** = p <.001. N = 694. 

Some descriptive information regarding the current sample’s marijuana use is in 

order. Almost 87% of the current sample had never used marijuana or had stopped 

marijuana use before coming to college (86.8%). Of the 13.2% who had used marijuana 

in the last 30 days, over half had used on one to two occasions (55%; mode = 1-2 

occasions). The remaining 45% are fairly evenly distributed at about 12% per increase for 

each response category. The average for the current sample is .33, or less than one use in 

the last 30 days. These rates are lower than national norms, which indicate approximately 
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one in five emerging adults are marijuana users. For results regarding faith-identity and 

marijuana use see table 7. 

Table 7 

       

OLS Regression Predicting Marijuana Use in the Last 30 Days    

      95% CI for B 

 B S. E. β t Sig. LB UB 

Constant .667 .338  1.974 .049 .004 1.331 

Commitment vs 

Exploration 

-.150 .076 -.109 -1.978 .048 -.299 -.001 

Religious vs Secular -.077 .054 -.085 -1.418 .157 -.184 .030 

Sensation Seeking .266 .073 .137 3.630 .000 .122 .410 

Commit vs Explore X 

Sensation Seeking 

-.190 .134 -.072 -1.411 .159 -.454 .074 

Religious vs Secular X 

Sensation Seeking 

-.118 .085 -.071 -1.388 .165 -.285 .049 

Female -.370 .108 -.129 -3.426 .001 -.583 -.158 

White .137 .095 .052 1.441 .150 -.050 .324 

Married Two Parent .182 .089 .074 2.043 .041 .007 .358 

Religious University -.087 .123 -.027 -.706 .480 -.328 .154 

Religious vs Secular X 

Commit vs Explore  

-.016 .053 -.013 -.305 .761 -.121 .089 

R
2
  .118       

F 9.36***       

Note: *** = p <.001. N = 697. 

An inspection Table 7 indicates that, in support of hypothesis three, a 

commitment versus exploration faith-identity is directly and negatively predictive of 

marijuana use (β = -.109, p = .048). Thus, a one standard deviation increase in the 

Commitment versus Exploration Scale is associated with a decrease of .109 in marijuana 

use. In other words, a faith-identity with a greater commitment orientation is predictive of 

less marijuana use. A religious versus secular faith-identity was unrelated to marijuana 

use. 
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How does the number of current sexual partners in the study sample compare to 

national rates? Three-fifths of the sample either had never had sex or had stopped having 

sex before coming to college. That leaves 40% of the current sample as sexually active in 

college, at least in the last month. Of those who are sexually active in college, 91% had 

sex with one person over the last 30 days. Approximately seven percent had sex with two 

partners and the remaining two percent with three or more sexual partners over the last 30 

days. The mean number of sexual partners in the last 30 days is .45, which approximates 

to between no partners and one partner and is in agreement with the mode of one sexual 

partner for those who are sexually active. National rates indicate that the current 55% of 

sample ever having had sex is similar to national rates. The current sample is more 

monogamous (i.e., only one sexual partner) than is the norm. 

An inspection of the faith-identity coefficients in Table 8, and in support of 

hypotheses, reveals that there is a main effect for the Religious versus Secular scale on 

number of sexual partners in the last 30 days (β = -.187, p = .002), indicating that a one 

standard deviation increase in the Religious versus Secular scale is associated with a 

decrease in number of sexual partners by .171. In other words, a more Religious faith-

identity is related to fewer sexual partners. Again, no main effect was observed for the 

Commitment versus Explorer aspects of faith-identity. 
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Table 8 

       

OLS Regression Predicting Number of Sexual Partners in the last 

30 Days 

  

      95% CI for B 

 B S.E. β t Sig. LB UB 

Constant .450 .173  2.608 .009 .111 .789 

Commitment vs 

Exploration 

-.003 .038 -.004 -.083 .934 -.079 .072 

Religious vs Secular -.091 .028 -.187 -3.311 .001 -.146 -.037 

Sensation Seeking .048 .037 .045 1.280 .201 -.025 .121 

Commit vs Explore X 

Sensation Seeking 

.-009 .068 -.006 -.128 .898 -.143 .125 

Religious vs Secular 

X Sensation Seeking 

.042 .043 .047 .980 .327 -.042 .127 

Female -.082 .055 -.053 -1.500 .134 -.190 .025 

white -.026 .048 -.019 -.545 .586 -.121 .069 

Married Two Parent .154 .045 .116 3.394 .001 .065 .244 

Committed Romantic 

Relationship 

.451 .040 .386 11.324 .000 .373 .529 

Religious University .038 .063 .022 .614 .539 -.085 .161 

Religious vs Secular 

X Commit vs Explore 

Interaction 

-.087 .027 -.126 -3.197 .001 -.140 -.033 

R
2
 .227       

F 18.49***      

Note: *** = p <.001. N = 694. 

Research Question Four 

Research question four asks to what extent risk behaviors are modified by one’s 

preference for risk taking. Specifically, hypothesis four purports that high levels of 

sensation seeking will reduce the strength of the relationship between faith-identity and 

binge drinking, marijuana use and number of sexual partners for faith-identities that favor 

religion or are characterized by high levels of commitment. Furthermore, high levels of  
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sensation seeking will increase the strength of the relationship between faith-identity and 

binge drinking, marijuana use and number of sexual partners for exploratory and less 

religiously inclined faith-identities. Finally, low levels of sensation seeking will reduce 

the strength of the relationship between faith-identity and binge drinking, marijuana and 

number of sexual partners for those faith-identities that are more exploratory or more 

secular.  

Hypothesis four is supported with regards to the moderating effect of sensation 

seeking on the relationship between faith-identity and binge drinking (see tables 6 and 8). 

Specifically, Sensation Seeking moderated the relationship between the Religious versus 

Secular scale and binge drinking (β = -.133, p = .030). A visual inspection of the 

interactions is necessary to confirm or reject the hypotheses at hand (See figure 2). It 

appears as though sensation seeking, at least to the degree that binge drinking qualifies as 

a sensation, is less influential on the rates of binge drinking for the more religiously 

oriented faith-identity. Oddly, this interaction raises the possibility that high sensation 

seeking lowers binge drinking for the more religiously inclined faith-identities, though 

stronger claims remain to be affirmed through simple slopes analysis. On the other hand, 

it appears as though high levels of sensation seeking may hold greater sway over the 

binge drinking rates of the more secularly inclined. Those low in sensation seeking binge 

at rates that appear comparable to the more religious faith-identities. These observations 

are largely, though tentatively, in line with the hypothesis that more secular faith-

identities high in sensation seeking would be related to greater levels of risk behaviors. 
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Figure 2. The moderating effects of sensation seeking on religious versus 

secular faith-identities predicting binge drinking in the last 30 days; High 

SenSeek = +1 SD above the mean in sensation seeking; Low SenSeek =       

-1SD below the mean in sensation seeking..  

There does not appear to be support for the hypothesis that sensation seeking moderates 

the relationship between the Religious versus Secular Scale or Commitment versus 

Exploration Scale for marijuana use or number of sexual partners.  

In an overall test of the possible moderating influence of faith-identity paradigm 

as it relates to risk behaviors, the Religious versus Secular and Commitment versus 

Explorer scales were interacted. In preliminary support of faith-identity as a moderator, 

faith-identity significantly interacted with two of the three risk behaviors. Specifically, 

binge drinking (β = -.104, p = .015) and number of sexual partners (β = -.126, p = .001). 

A visual depiction (see Figure 3) of the significant interactions will be most helpful in 

confirming or disconfirming support for hypotheses.   
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Figure 3. The moderating effects of religious versus secular faith-

identities on commitment versus explorer faith-identities predicting 

binge drinking in the last 30 days; High Commit v Explore = +1 SD 

above the mean or a committed faith-identity; Low Commit v Explore   

= -1SD below the mean or an exploratory faith-identity. 

Overall figure three tentatively suggests that degree of endorsement of a religious faith-

identity may be related to lower rates of binge drinking while degree of secular faith-

identity may be related to higher rates. The initial indication is that degree of 

commitment versus exploration may also be differentially related to binge rates. 

Specifically, commitment may increase the rate of binge drinking for more secular faith-

identities and decrease the rate for more religious faith-identities. These results are in line 

with expectations regarding the more religious faith-identities and somewhat counter for 
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the more secular identities, though additional work is needed to confirm these 

interpretations.  

In a final examination of the potential moderation effect of commitment versus 

explorer faith-identity on the relationship between the religious versus secular faith-

identity and number of sexual partners figure 4 presents evidence in line with 

expectations.  

Figure 4. The moderating effects of commitment versus explorer on 

religious versus secular faith-identities predicting number of sexual 

partners in the last 30 days; High Relig v Secular = +1 SD above the 

mean or a religious faith-identity; Low Relig v Secular = -1SD below 

the mean or a secular faith-identity. 

In a fashion similar to the results for binge drinking, it appears that a religious and 

committed or devoted faith-identity may be related to fewer sex partners and a secularly 
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committed combination may be related to more sex partners. The number of sex partners 

for either faith-identity that is high in exploration appear similar to one another. Like with 

the moderation evidence for binge drinking, these results are largely supportive of 

expectations, though additional analyses are needed to flesh out these observations.. 

What of covariates? The proportion of variance explained by the variables in the 

model ranged from a low of 9% for binge drinking to a high of 24% for sexual partners. 

Significant covariates in the model predicting binge drinking include the positive 

predictors, or variables associated with an increase in drinking, including being White (β 

= .155, p = .000) and from a married two-parent family background (β = .085, p = .021).  

Being female was predictive of less binge drinking (β = -.093, p = .015). Marijuana use 

was the only risk behavior to be directly predicted by sensation seeking (β = .137, p = 

.000).  A traditional family background was predictive of increased marijuana use (β = 

.074, p = .041) and being female was predictive of less marijuana use (β = -.129, p = 

.001). Finally, number of sexual partners was positively related to coming from married 

two-parent family background (β = .116, p = .001) and most strongly related to being in a 

committed romantic relationship (β = .386, p = .000).   
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DISCUSSION  

Next the findings will be reviewed with respect to main effects and moderation 

analyses predicting the faith identity scales. Then main effects and moderation analyses 

will be reviewed with respect to risk behaviors. Connections will be made to theory and 

literature and conclusions, including future research, will be outlined. 

Results and Implications 

The current investigation set out to explore the faith-identity development of 

emerging adults in college. As such, it was informed by the Faith-Identity Development 

Conceptual model (figure 1).  

SPIRITUAL MODELING 

The Faith-Identity Development conceptual model posits that faith-identity 

development is rooted in spiritual modeling and for the purposes of this investigation 

models were operationalized as parents (Bandura; 1977; King, 2003; Oman & Thoreson, 

2003). In part this study sought to empirically test the proposition that spiritual modeling 

is one mechanism through which faith-identity may develop. Specifically, hypothesis one 

predicted that parental spiritual modeling would be positively and significantly related to 

faith-identities that strongly endorse religiousness and weakly related to faith-identities 

that weakly endorse or reject religiousness. There appears to be support for hypothesis 

two, for the religious and committed faith-identities. There was no support for the 

connection between low modeling and faith-identities more secular or exploratory in 

nature. Combined these findings suggest that parental efforts of spiritual modeling—even 

at the relatively low levels found is this study—can inform the faith-identity of emerging 
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adult offspring in college. This is in line with the swath of studies demonstrating the link 

between parental religiousness and offspring religiousness (e.g., Myers, 1996). Given that 

low spiritual modeling was unrelated, it is likely that some mechanism other than parental 

spiritual modeling is at work. It is beyond the purview of the current investigation to 

elucidate what that mechanism might be. However, a perusal of the covariates that bore a 

negative relationship, and thus are more positively related to a secular or exploration 

oriented faith-identity may provide some clues. Attending a large public university is 

predictive of being more secular and more open to exploration. It may be that personality, 

such as high levels of openness to experience, lead away from absolutes often 

encountered in more religious views or at religious universities. Having parents from 

different denominational backgrounds was predictive of being more secular. Research on 

interfaith marriages suggests that attempts by parents to serve as spiritual models for 

children in both denominations often ends with children who are invested in neither (see 

Schaefer-Riley, 2013). It may be that children in these unions have a more challenging 

time seeing the benefits of fully participating in either faith tradition as they mature given 

the fact that each parent, implicitly or explicitly, rejects the specifics of the faith tradition 

of the other in favor of their own or dissolves real differences to a degree that each 

denomination becomes less than compelling. More work needs to be done to elucidate the 

process of spiritual modeling for the more secular faith-identities.  

RELATIONSHIP QUALITY 

The Faith-Identity model also posits that the effectiveness of spiritual modeling 

can be moderated depending on other processes and experiences related to the spiritual 

model. As a test of this proposition, it was hypothesized that feeling closer to parents 
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would be predictive of a stronger relationship between spiritual modeling and a 

religiously oriented faith-identity and feeling distant would decrease the strength the 

same relationship. There was an unequivocal lack of support for this proposition and 

hypothesis. It is possible that relationship quality is unrelated to the effectiveness of 

spiritual modeling. There are measurement and conceptual reasons to approach this 

interpretation with caution. First, relationship quality was tapped with a single item. It 

may be that one item is insufficient to adequately capture this concept. The power of the 

item as a predictor was likely limited by a lack of variation; the vast majority feel either 

close or very close to their parents or caregivers (mean = 4.65 out of 5, SD = .675). 

Conceptually, feeling close to one’s parents as an emerging adult in college may be 

distinct from feeling close when living at home or in high school. Adolescents living at 

home are under greater levels of monitoring and thus may need to uphold parental values 

to a greater degree in order enjoy high levels of closeness. In college, especially if one 

has moved out, the content of the reduced parental contact may be censored by the 

emerging adult and thereby result in the high levels of perceived closeness observed in 

this study due to lower monitoring and judiciously sharing select information. Thus, more 

work is needed before any strong conclusions may be drawn with respect the potential 

moderating influence of relationship quality on the strength of the relationship between 

spiritual modeling and faith-identity.   

PARENTAL CONFLICT 

 Parental conflict was the second moderator proposed by the Faith-Identity 

Development model and it was hypothesized that high conflict would reduce the strength 

of spiritual modeling for the religiously oriented faith-identities and that low levels of 
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conflict would increase the strength between spiritual modeling and these same faith-

identities. These hypotheses were not supported. It may be that moving out and going 

away to college reduces the salience of parental conflict as it relates to spiritual modeling. 

It also may be that the timing of the effect was missed. When the emerging adults in the 

current sample were living at home as adolescents, parental conflict may have been more 

influential on adolescents’ abilities and motivation to incorporate the relatively few 

parental spiritual modeling behaviors into their own lives. By the time they get to college 

extant or historic parental conflict may fade into the background of their lives. It is also 

possible that emerging adults view parental conflict as something that is between the 

parental dyad. As long as they were not triangulated into the conflict or put in the middle, 

spiritual modeling and parental conflict may be perceived as separate and unrelated 

processes. Contrary to this assertion is a trend observed regarding the potential 

moderating influence of parental conflict on the relationship between spiritual modeling 

and a higher degree of exploration (β = -.068, p = .067). Parental conflict may yet 

motivate offspring to reject the modeling attempts of their parents, whether spiritually 

related or not.       

FAITH IDENTITY AND RISK BEHAVIORS 

The Faith-Identity Development model next proposes that faith-identity should be 

related to risk behaviors. The literature indicated that being committed to a particular 

identity and being highly religious both serve as buffers against a host of risk behaviors. 

Thus, to test this aspect of the model, it was proposed that faith-identities high in 

commitment will demonstrate lower levels of risk behaviors compared to more 

exploratory identities. It was also hypothesized that those faith-identities that more 
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strongly endorsed religiousness would demonstrate lower levels of risk behaviors. 

Moderate support was found for these hypotheses. For binge drinking and number of 

sexual partners, a more religiously oriented faith-identity was indeed predictive of lower 

risk behaviors. This is in line with research that reports high levels of religiousness 

related to lower levels of risk behaviors (Smith & Snell, 2009; Wells, 2010) For 

marijuana, a more committed faith-identity was related to lower rates of use. Fewer 

sexual partners are reported by more religiously oriented faith-identities. This evidence 

suggests that a more religiously oriented faith-identity, and to a lesser extent a 

commitment oriented faith-identity are directly protective from the risk behaviors 

investigated here. It also may be seen as evidence, though tentative, that this faith-identity 

typology is a potentially valid measure for use with emerging adult college students.     

SENSATION SEEKING  

Sensation seeking, or one’s preference for intense and various stimulation, was 

hypothesized to reduce the buffer provided to the faith-identities that endorse 

religiousness or are highly committed instead of exploratory in nature. At high levels, it is 

expected to increase the risk behaviors of explorers and at low levels reduce risk 

behaviors for the same groups.  

According to results, sensation seeking does moderate the relationship between 

faith-identity and binge drinking. In an unexpected twist the more religious faith-identity 

high in sensation seeking show the lowest level of binge drinking. It may be that this 

group finds outlets other than alcohol to assuage their need for variety and intensity. 

Indeed, some religious denominations provide for a more experiential religious service 

than others, and this, in part, may be a satisfactory outlet for religiously oriented faith-
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identities high in sensation seeking. The next relatively higher faith-identity is secular 

and low in sensation seeking. Second highest is the religiously oriented low sensation 

seeking faith-identity. The faith-identity with the highest rates of binge drinking is a 

combination of secular with high sensation seeking. What might explain the difference in 

binge rates for the faith-identities high in sensation seeking? One’s peer network has been 

demonstrated to be influential on drinking rates (e.g., Cruz, Emery & Turkheimer, 2012) 

and highly religious emerging adults are less likely to have someone in their peer group 

that drinks heavily (Smith & Snell, 2009). It may be that the peer group of the 

participants with a secularly oriented faith-identity also high in sensation seeking have 

social circles that satisfy their need for variation and intensity in part through binge 

drinking, while the more religiously oriented faith-identity high in sensation seeking have 

peer groups that satisfy that need without binging. Instead, they may be substituting sex 

for binge drinking.   

The more secular faith-identity showed more sexual partners independent of 

sensation seeking level. As expected, the faith-identity that was more religious and lower 

in sensation seeking demonstrated the fewest sexual partners and high sensation seeking 

was related to a marked increase in sexual partners for the same respondents. These 

findings are in line with research that holds religiousness as protective but less so in the 

face of sensation seeking. Faith-identities high in sensation seeking with a secular 

orientation experience elevated levels of binge drinking and sex. Moreover, faith-

identities high in sensation seeking with a religious orientation experience elevated levels 

of sex.  



 

 

 

 

82 

High levels of sensation seeking differentially increase risk behaviors depending 

on the faith-identity. High levels of sensation seeking are particularly risky for more 

secular faith-identities with regards to binge drinking. High levels of sensation seeking 

are a marked risk for the more religiously oriented faith-identities with regards to number 

of sexual partners. 

Of note is that no moderation effect for marijuana use was found. Yet the only 

main effect for sensation seeking was with increased marijuana use. As of yet it is unclear 

why when previous research demonstrated a consistent link between religiousness and 

lower marijuana use (e.g., Jackson, Sher, & Schulenberg, 2008).    

How might the Religious versus Secular and Commitment versus Exploration 

scales together moderate risk behaviors? These scales perform well together and these 

significant interactions lend themselves to the possibility of conceptualizing  four distinct 

faith-identities: high in religious orientation and commitment, or Religiously Devoted; 

high in religious orientation and low in commitment, or Religious Explorer; low in 

religious orientation and low in exploration, or Secular Explorer; and low in religious 

orientation and high in commitment, or Committed Secularist. With the exception of the 

Secular Explorer faith-identity, they all binge and have a number of sexual partners that 

appear to be in line with expectations: Religiously Devoted lowest, Religious Explorer 

and Secular Explorers middling, and Committed Secularists the at the top. Simple slopes 

analysis is needed to further justify the initial evidence found in this investigation. There 

was no moderation found for marijuana use. Based on the current evidence, it appears as 

though both faith-identity scales may be of use, especially in tandem. This is similar to 
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Marcia’s conceptualization of the exploration and commitment components of identity 

status (1966).    

It is interesting to observe that coming from a more traditional family background 

was related to higher participation in all three risk behaviors examined in this 

investigation. The consistency of the finding is remarkable and more research is needed 

to unravel the connection between traditional family configurations and the potential for 

elevated risk behaviors in emerging adult college students. It may be that regular 

participation in what was conceptualized as risk behaviors may be indirectly indicating 

social status. Regular marijuana and alcohol use requires discretionary income, 

something that may be harder to come by for those emerging adults in college who may 

receive less financial support from home related to their family background. Legal sex is 

free, but requires time and access. If emerging adults from non-traditional family 

backgrounds are required to work one or more jobs or maintain a high grade point 

average that is scholarship related, they may not have the time or the access to run in the 

social circles that may be conducive to more sexual partners. I now turn to limitations and 

conclusions.  

SAMPLE LIMITATIONS 

Due to the sampling strategy and likely some degree of selection bias, males are 

underrepresented here. Also, the study is want for ethnic and racial diversity, likely a 

function of non-response bias by the schools that were contacted with the explicit 

purpose of including a greater proportion of these populations within the sample. 

Nationally whites make up 61% of the college population, Asian/Pacific Islanders 6% 

and Hispanics 13%, and all are somewhat overrepresented in the current sample (74.6%; 
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7.7%; and 15% respectively). African Americans were underrepresented compared to 

national proportions of enrollment (13% compared to 9%; National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2012). Thus, by population, this sample is comparable to national 

rates concerning race and ethnicity despite the non-response bias. Only large, mostly 

public schools were sampled and responded to the survey invitation (enrollment range = 

8,500-55,000; Mean = 27,000, Median = 24,000). Thus, any findings may not generalize 

to smaller private and more religiously oriented schools that may foster markedly 

different college experiences as it relates to faith-identity development and risk behaviors 

(see Freitas, 2008 for an exploration of this topic). Religious schools (though not 

religious students) are underrepresented in the sample, thus limiting religious school 

representation to a select few denominations (Latter-day Saints and Baptists). The 

findings from this study may only apply to schools in and around the regions from which 

the sample was drawn. Regionally, the populations in the South and Midwestern United 

States are typically more religious compared to New England and the Pacific North West. 

This may have biased the sample to be more religious than those who did not respond. 

The vast majority of respondents received extra credit for their participation and the 

sample was largely drawn from introductory general education courses. The desire for 

extra credit may have reduced the non-response bias of less-religiously inclined to 

participate in the survey. Given that the sample was by and large drawn from large 

general education courses and these courses typically include cross-sections of students 

across a variety of majors and progress towards their degree, findings may tentatively be 

generalized to the student population at each school that was surveyed.  
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METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

This investigation is not without limitations. First, due to the cross-sectional 

nature of the survey, causality is impossible to determine. Ideally, panel studies that begin 

in adolescence and extend beyond college would best illuminate the process of faith-

identity development over time. Recall bias is an issue. Particularly, with Spiritual 

Modeling and parental conflict, respondents were asked to think back to when they were 

at home, an admittedly wide span of time that may range from a few months to twelve 

years (for the 30 year old respondents assuming they left at 18) in responding to these 

questions. It would have been informative to learn, for example, how parents rated their 

own spiritual modeling efforts, conflict and relationship quality compared to the ratings 

of their emerging adult offspring and thus test for degree of accuracy in reporting. 

However, it has been demonstrated that emerging adults’ perceptions of conflict, 

parenting quality, and spiritual modeling is still influential nonetheless on their own lives 

(See Snider, Clements & Vazsonyi, 2004 for an example). Despite these concerns, the 

Spiritual Modeling Scale was a significant predictor in the current analysis, while 

relationship quality, a more contemporaneous variable, performed poorly. In part, this 

weak performance may be due to the use of a single item to tap parent-emerging adult 

relationship quality. The use of a relatively new faith-identity measure, though promising, 

requires further testing, exploration and validation.  
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CONCLUSION 

Faith and identity are powerful forces in the lives of many emerging adults. This 

study provided a cross-sectional glimpse into the family lives, faith and health behavior 

choices of emerging adults in college as they negotiate who they are. This study 

empirically tested a conceptual model of faith-identity. The influence of spiritual 

modeling on faith-identity was described, including the potential moderating effects of 

relationship quality and parental conflict on faith-identity. The utility of faith-identity as 

it related to health behaviors and sensation seeking was demonstrated. Particularly useful 

is the conceptualization secular explorer and committed secularist groups, as this segment 

of the population as a whole and of emerging adults in general, is growing and not well 

understood. Future studies should examine what family background and contemporary 

variables predict these faith-identities, especially given the higher participation in risk 

behaviors demonstrated in the current study. The intersection of parental conflict and 

spiritual modeling may yet be a potentially fruitful avenue for exploration pertinent to 

these more secular faith-identities. Expanding to include the peer networks across faith-

identities would better inform on the risk behaviors faced by these emerging adults.  

Examining attitude, faith-identity and behavior congruence would be informative further 

distinguish the each group from one another. Testing how well the current faith-identity 

typology of religiously devoted, religious explorer, secular explorer and committed 

secularist holds across college types, races and ethnicities would also be of interest.  

  



 

 

 

 

87 

Appendix  

FINAL SCALE ITEMS EMERGING FROM SMITH AND SNELL’S SIX RELIGIOUS TYPES 

(2009) 

Committed Traditionalists Items 

I fully accept all of the teachings of my religion 

I have a strong religious faith* 

When I have a difficult decision to make, religion guides my choice 

I live my religious values, even when no one is watching 

I live my religious values even when doing so is not immediately beneficial 

I try to practice all of what my religion teaches 

Religion is part of who I am* 

Religion is an integral part of my identity* 

I think it is important to teach others about my faith 

I could teach others about my faith 

My faith requires me to teach others about my faith 

Selective Adherent Items 

Some religious teachings are outdated** 

Sex before marriage is never acceptable 

It is ok if I miss attending religious services 

Hell does not actually exist 

Drinking alcohol is acceptable 

Using drugs is acceptable 

I feel guilty when I do not follow all of the teachings of my religion 
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I try to keep my religious life and my non-religious life separate** 

I have a strong religious faith 

I try to practice all of what my religion teaches 

When I have a difficult decision to make, religion guides my choice 

I am unsure what religious or spiritual path I should take** 

Spiritually Open Items 

Organized religion is not as important to me as my spiritual beliefs** 

I am unsure what religious or spiritual path I should take** 

Some religious teachings are outdated 

I have a strong religious faith (R) 

There are many pathways to salvation** 

Religiously Indifferent Items 

Other things are more important than religion* 

I am too busy to worry about practicing a religion 

I have no real interest in religious matters 

My life is complete without religion* 

Religiously Disconnected Items 

My friends are very religious (R) 

I have no opinion of religious matters** 

I do not know much about religion** 

Other things are more important than religion 

I feel guilty when I do not follow all of the teachings of my religion (R) 
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Irreligious Items 

Religions do more harm than good 

Religious belief is illogical 

I only believe what I can see 

I place greater trust in scientific evidence than religious beliefs* 

Religion should stay out of people’s lives 

I do not need religion to live a moral life 

Religion makes no sense 

 

Note: Single starred items indicate these items were used for the Religious versus Secular 

Scale. Double-starred items indicate these items were used for the Committed versus 

Explorer Scale. 
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