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 Religion’s influence on fertility behavior has long been discussed. This paper 

examines the consequences of family size for the intergenerational transmission of 

religiosity. Using the first and third waves of the National Study of Youth and Religion, I 

find that family size is a positive predictor of religious salience and service attendance, 

particularly in emerging adulthood. While parents remain strong influences on both 

family size and their children’s religiosity, family size appears to provide additional 

support to religious commitments in emerging adulthood by fostering a more 

conservative orientation towards family formation. This study adds nuance to our 

understanding of the dynamics of religiosity in emerging adulthood and provides new 

evidence of the close connection between religion, family, and fertility. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This study addresses the following question: given that religiously conservative 

families in America tend to have larger families (Skirbekk, Kaufman, & Goujon, 2010) 

and that the family is often a central site for religious socialization (Myers, 1996), what 

effect, if any, does family size have on the intergenerational transmission of religiosity? 

On the one hand, family size is associated with less positive parent-child relationships 

and poorer marital quality, two contextual factors that can hinder religious socialization 

during childhood. On the other hand, family size is a strong predictor of a child’s later 

childbearing preferences and attitudes (Pearce, 2002). Thus, larger families might also 

encourage a more conservative orientation towards family formation that could support 

the maintenance and growth of religious commitments during adolescence and young 

adulthood. 

Using the first and third waves of the National Study of Youth and Religion 

(NSYR), I find that family size has an overall positive association with religiosity. I 

investigate three explanations for this positive relationship. First, I test whether the 

association is spurious. Parents who hold conservative religious and political values may 

tend to have larger families and employ more successful socialization strategies. Second, 

I examine family size’s impact on the parent-child relationship to see how this might 

complicate religious socialization and later religiosity. Third, I test whether family size’s 

association with religiosity in emerging adulthood is mediated by family formation 

attitudes. Here, I explore religiosity’s connection to more conservative, pro-family values 

to see if family size helps create a stronger link between these ideologies. 
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Unlike many other studies on the intersection of religion and family life among 

young adults, I treat religiosity as an outcome rather than a predictor. In doing so, I 

acknowledge the ways in which religious and familial attitudes and behaviors mutually 

influence one another. Religion can shape teenagers’ and young adults’ attitudes towards 

the family (Pearce & Thornton, 2007) as well as their sexual behavior (Regnerus, 2007) 

and family formation decisions (Eggebeen & Dew, 2009).  At the same time, those 

attitudes and behaviors can feedback on religiosity, reinforcing some young adults’ 

religious commitments while leading others to select out of religion (Thornton, Axinn, & 

Hill, 1992). Particularly in a political climate that often pits religion and the family 

against secularism and individualism, holding more traditional family values likely 

bolsters many young adults’ religious beliefs and behaviors. Using family size to predict 

religiosity, therefore, will add nuance to our understanding of how families influence the 

reciprocal relationship between religion and family life in young adulthood. 

In addition, an analytical approach that takes into account the larger family 

context – in this case the size of the family –may also provide new insight into the 

religious socialization process (Minuchin, 1985). Much of the literature on the family’s 

role in religious socialization focuses exclusively on the parent-child relationship (for 

review see Smith & Sikkink, 2003). Since siblings have been deemed important to 

developmental outcomes, especially during adolescence (McHale & Crouter, 1996; 

Brody, 1998; Dunn, 2007), an examination of their impact is long overdue. While this 

study does not directly address how siblings influence each other’s religious 

development, it is designed to be a step in that direction. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

Religion and Social Conservatism in Fertility Decisions 

Although the early 20th century Catholic and Protestant differences in fertility and 

childrearing practices have largely disappeared (Mosher & Hendershot, 1984; Alwin, 

1986), more fine-tuned religious distinctions persist. Among Protestants, some evidence 

suggests that conservative and evangelical denominations may have resisted the structural 

and ideational pressures of the second demographic transition to a greater extent than 

their mainline counterparts. The bulk of the numeric decline among mainline Protestants 

and complementary expansion among conservative Protestants throughout the 20th 

century is largely explicable by differences in fertility rates, not conversion rates (Hout, 

Greeley, & Wilde, 2001). Although, the 2003 General Social Survey showed that 

conservative Protestants and non-Hispanics Catholics share nearly the same total-fertility 

rate (2.13 and 2.11). This rate is below Muslims (2.84), Hispanic Catholics (2.75), and 

black Protestants (2.35) but still higher than mainline Protestants, Jews, and non-

affiliates, all who have TFRs below the replacement-level of 2.1 (Skirbekk, Kaufman, & 

Goujon, 2010). 

While the type of affiliation may matter to varying degrees, scholars have also 

located differences in fertility behaviors and family size preferences between women who 

affiliate with any religion and those who do not, particularly in more pluralistic societies 

(Lehrer 1996, Adsera 2006). The level of religiosity can also be a factor. Women who 

attend religious services regularly and who report high levels of religious salience are 

more likely to report higher fertility intentions and higher fertility behavior (Hayford & 

Morgan, 2008; Adsera, 2006). Higher levels of religious salience and attendance likely 
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indicate greater acceptance and contact with a religious community that shares pro-

natalist values (Heaton, 1986; McQuillan, 2004).  

However, other cultural ideologies also influence family size preferences and 

childbearing decisions. At the state and county level in the United States, family and 

fertility behaviors among non-Hispanic whites that are indicative of the second 

demographic transition– higher levels of contraception-use and cohabitation, delays in 

marriage, and below-replacement TFR – are highly correlated with votes for Bush in 

2000 and 2004 (-.880 at the state-level, and -.568 at the county) (Lesthaeghe & Neidert 

2006). In counties and states that did not vote for Bush, the second demographic 

transition appears to have taken greater hold. In addition, controlling for the percent of 

Catholics, Evangelicals, and Mormons does little to explain this relationship. Whether 

demographic behaviors are shaping political ideologies or vice versa, the correlation is 

robust and indicative of more than just religious differences. 

This aggregate finding is supported by an analysis of the National Study of Family 

Growth that shows, on the individual level, that traditional gender and family attitudes 

explain part of the association between high levels of religiosity and higher fertility 

intentions (Hayford and Morgan, 2008). Higher fertility and religion appear to be part of 

a broader pro-family, socially conservative orientation in the United States. 

In sum, religious affiliation, religiosity, and social conservatism are all associated 

with higher fertility. Therefore, the positive relationship between family size and young 

adult religiosity might be spurious if religiously conservative parents who have higher 

fertility also do a better job of socializing their children into religion. 
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Religious Socialization in the Family 

Figure 1 illustrates my conceptual model for family size’s influence on religiosity 

in both adolescence (wave I) and emerging adulthood (wave III). The links between 

family size and religiosity will become clearer in the following sections. It is important to 

note at the outset that family size, by itself, cannot induce religiosity. Parents remain the 

critical actors in the transmission of religiosity to their children. Still, family size may 

have unintended consequences for the religious socialization process and/or reflect 

unmeasured differences in parental values. 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model. 
 

 
 

Parental Influences on Religious Socialization 

Parents are a foundational influence on their children’s religious values, attitudes, 

and behavior (Glass, Bengston & Dunham, 1986; Smith & Sikkink 2003). Parents’ 

religious salience and church attendance are both strong predictors of their children’s 

religiosity (Regnerus, Smith, and Smith, 2004). Mothers are typically found to have the 
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strongest influence but fathers--as well as grandparents--can also have an impact (Baker-

Sperry, 2001; Elder & Conger 2000).  

 One way that parents influence their children’s religious beliefs and behaviors is 

through direct socialization. Parents teach their children religious norms and values and 

reinforce those teachings through the modeling of religious behaviors and commitments 

(King & Mueller, 2004). This direct religious socialization works best when parents 

“practice what they preach” (Bader & Desmond 2006). Many parents also direct their 

children toward particular types of social environments and activities. Known as the 

“channeling hypothesis” (Cornwall, 1988; Martin, White, & Perlman, 2003), this model 

of religious transmission highlights the indirect role that parents play in steering their 

children towards peer groups and institutions that reinforce the values and practices that 

parents either teach at home, or at least wish their children would adopt. 

 

Family Size and the Context for Religious Socialization 

A key finding in the religious socialization literature is that successful religious 

transmission depends heavily upon the quality of the family environment. Children who 

perceive their parents as loving, supportive, and accepting are more likely to adopt their 

parents’ religious beliefs and behaviors (Ozorak, 1989; Myers, 1996; Bao, Whitbeck, 

Hoyt, & Conger 1999). Moderate levels of parental strictness may also enhance the 

transmission of religiosity, as may the quality of the marital relationship (Myers, 1996; 

Roof, 1993). Children are more likely to espouse their parents’ religion when their 

biological family remains intact and their parents are happily married (Myers, 1996). 
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Divorce and other marital disruptions, in fact, can make apostasy and religious decline 

more likely (Lawton & Bures, 2001; Ellison, Walker, Glenn, & Marquardt 2010).  

Research on family size and family functioning suggests a number of ways that 

family size – independent of the parents’ religiosity – might shape the familial context in 

which religious socialization occurs. Family size is inversely related to positivity and 

nurturance within the family (Nye, 1970; Menaghan & Parcel, 1994). Adolescent males 

also tend to perceive more parental punitiveness and less parental reasonableness and 

supportiveness in larger families, although this perception can depend on the adolescent’s 

place within the sibling structure (Kidwell, 1980). Additionally, a large family size is 

associated with less one-on-one interaction between fathers and their children (Wilcox, 

2002). 

The evidence is mixed on how family size impacts marital happiness and the 

likelihood of divorce (Glenn, 1990). On the one hand, having more children can make 

divorce less likely by raising the costs associated with separation (Cherlin, 1977). On the 

other hand, the introduction of children into a marriage can depress spousal intimacy and 

contact (White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986; Nock & Kingston, 1988; Umberson 1989). As 

family size increases, maternal marital happiness tends to decrease, except in all-son 

sibships (Mizell & Steelman, 2000). While this gender finding is not a result of greater 

paternal involvement in all-son families, gender-heterogenous sibships may lead parents 

to split into gender camps within the family, decreasing intimacy and maternal 

satisfaction. 

Although a large family size can have a negative impact on the familial context 

for religious socialization, religious parents who have larger families may be able to 
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compensate for these negative possibilities. For example, Wilkinson and Tanner (1980) 

did not find a negative relationship between family size and family affection among a 

Mormon sample, particularly in families with higher Temple attendance. Indeed, the 

negative association between family size and educational performance often found in the 

family size literature (Steelman, Powell, Werum, & Carter, 2002) does not appear to be 

present among Mormon families (Downey & Neubauer, 1998). This may be explained by 

the high religious value that many religious conservatives place on parenting. As much as 

popular notions cast conservative Protestant parents as authoritarian, the evidence 

suggests that holding conservative theological beliefs is actually associated with more, 

rather than less emotionally expressive parenting, i.e. authoritative parenting (Wilcox, 

1998). Thus when a high religious value is placed on parenting, the typical negative 

effects of family size on the parent-child relationship may not be present.  

 

Family Size, Division of Household Labor, and Family Ideology 

One way that family size might positively affect the family context for religious 

socialization is by encouraging more gender traditionalism within the family. The 

introduction of children into a marriage can foster a sharper division of labor between 

husband and wife (White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986). Myers’ (1996) analysis shows that 

more gendered households – where the father works and the mother stays at home – 

enhance religious transmission. Myers hypothesizes that “these traditional power 

relations reinforce the salience of a traditional value – the role of religion in the family” 

(865). Family size, to the extent that it encourages a more gendered division of labor in 

the household, may aid religious socialization by strengthening the connection between 
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religion and the nuclear family. In addition, higher fertility itself may be a way that 

parents demonstrate to their children the religious value that they place on the family. 

  

Religion and Family in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood 

 Contemporary adolescence and emerging adulthood present obvious challenges to 

maintaining or growing religiosity. Although most teenagers still live with their parents, 

adolescence remains a time of increasing autonomy. Friends, romance, and part-time jobs 

take on more prominent roles in teenagers’ lives, often competing with family activities 

like religious participation. This trend towards greater autonomy is amplified in emerging 

adulthood, since many youth leave their parents’ homes for college or work (Arnett, 

2007). Family formation also becomes a more salient issue. School and future careers 

often compete with young adults’ family formation preferences and desires. All of these 

dynamics can influence religious commitments throughout adolescence and emerging 

adulthood. 

 

Religious Change in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood 

Surveys of adolescents and emerging adults show that religious change is 

occurring during these periods in the life course. Religious participation typically 

declines as adolescents age, with older adolescents being less likely than younger 

adolescents to attend religious services (Smith, Denton, Faris, and Regnerus, 2002). This 

decline becomes more pronounced in emerging adulthood. Sixty-eight percent of 

emerging adults sampled in the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add 

Health) attended religious services less often than they had during adolescence (Uecker, 
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Regnerus, &Vaaler, 2007). Unlike previous studies of young adults from older cohorts, 

these drops in attendance were not due to “secularizing” effects typically associated with 

attending college. In fact, those who did not attend college were the most likely to decline 

in attendance. Behavioral changes such as increased drinking and sexual activity, rather 

than “cultural-broadening” processes (Hoge, Johnson, & Luidens, 1994), were more 

strongly associated with this decline in public religious participation. Simply put, the 

lifestyle of the average emerging adult is often at odds with regular religious service 

attendance. 

 However, declines in the importance of religion, i.e. religious salience, are far less 

common during both developmental periods. In contrast to religious participation, 

religious salience among adolescents remains fairly stable across age groups (Smith, 

Faris, Denton, and Regnerus, 2003) and steep drops are quite rare (Regnerus & Uecker, 

2006). The Add Health sample showed more decline in the importance of religion during 

emerging adulthood, but the percentage that reported a decline (twenty percent) was 

much smaller than the percentage reporting declines in attendance (Uecker, Regnerus, 

&Vaaler, 2007).  Lifestyle changes were also less predictive of declines in religious 

salience than they were for attendance, suggesting that these changes in emerging 

adulthood behavior are not causing young adults to devalue religion as much as they are 

making religious participation more difficult to maintain.  

 

Family Relationships and Religiosity 

 Although decline is the norm, some adolescents and young adults who have 

strong family ties are able to maintain their religious commitments. Ozorak (1989) 
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uncovered a pattern of religious polarization among adolescents. That is, steep drops in 

religiosity among weak and moderately religious teens mask religious growth among the 

very religious. Ozorak hypothesized that very religious parents act as “cognitive anchors” 

for their maturing teens by providing a baseline of belief and support. Emotional 

closeness to parents and other family members is a significant factor in this anchoring 

process. 

More recent data supports this hypothesis. In the Add Health sample, higher 

levels of family satisfaction predicted large increases in religious attendance during 

adolescence (Regnerus & Uecker, 2006). Among emerging adults in the NSYR, the most 

religiously devout report higher levels of parental closeness and understanding than their 

less religious peers, on average (Smith and Denton, 2009). While the direction of 

causality likely runs both ways (Regnerus & Burdette, 2006), Smith and Denton suggest 

that many emerging adults may be motivated to maintain their religiosity, in part, by a 

desire to avoid a “relationship breakdown” with their families (232). For these emerging 

adults, practicing religion and being close to their family are intimately linked. 

So while family size might influence the family context for religious socialization 

during childhood, it might also affect family ties during emerging adulthood. This, in 

turn, could impact religiosity during this period. Again, family size might weaken ties 

and negatively affect religiosity, or it could make family relationships more central to 

religiosity and support religious commitments in emerging adulthood. 
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Family Influences on Family Formation and Religiosity 

Childbearing Dispositions 

 Although childbearing may not be at the forefront of many emerging adults’ 

minds, most have preferences and desires for what their future families will look like. 

These dispositions toward childbearing are deeply rooted in past family experiences and 

parental values, as well as current attitudes and beliefs.  

 Parents are a significant influence on their children’s family size preferences. 

Parents’ own fertility behavior is a strong, positive predictor of their children’s preferred 

family size (Axinn, Clarkberg, & Thornton, 1994). One explanation for this is that the 

experience of growing up in a small or large family directly shapes children’s desires and 

ideals for the size of their own families (Duncan, Freedman, Coble, & Slesinger, 1965). 

But parents also communicate norms and expectations about childbearing to their 

children. Among a sample of white families in Detroit, maternal preferences for her 

child’s family size had an independent effect on a child’s family size preferences at age 

18 (Axinn, Clarkberg, & Thornton, 1994). Thus, both parent’s behavior and ideals appear 

to influence their children’s family size preferences in young adulthood. 

 Religion can also be a powerful influence on young adult’s childbearing 

dispositions (Pearce, 2002). In addition to shaping parents’ own fertility behavior, 

parents’ religious affiliation and service attendance can expose children to religious 

doctrines that are explicitly pro-natalist (Thornton & Camburn, 1987). Parental 

involvement in a religious community can also place children in religious networks that 

reinforce these values (Heaton, 1986). In addition, when religion is more salient in 

parents’ lives, parents are more likely to transmit their values and successfully socialize 
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their children into religion. In Pearce’s (2002) analysis of an 18-year panel study of 

Detroit mothers and children, the influence of maternal religiosity on children’s 

childbearing dispositions – level of objection to voluntary childlessness, ideal average 

family size, and personal family size preference – was largely dependent on whether the 

children adopted their mother’s religion. 

 Yet in Pearce’s (2002) study, the effect of family size remained significant and 

continued to predict more conservative, pro-natalist attitudes and ideals even after 

controlling for maternal and personal levels of religious affiliation, attendance, and 

salience. So while religion can indeed shape young adult childbearing dispositions, 

family size appears to have an additional influence on these dispositions, even among 

religious families.  

 

 Family Formation 

 Parents can also influence whether and when their children decide to marry, 

cohabit, and/or have children. As with attitudes toward childbearing, parents can pass on 

their values and expectations to their children through socialization. Parents can also 

exert social control during young adulthood. While parents who disapprove of 

cohabitation or early marriage may express their disapproval and even withhold financial 

support (Axinn & Thornton, 1993), parents who approve of early marriage and 

childbearing may also encourage those behaviors through promises of financial support. 

In fact, when mothers desire a large number of grandchildren, male children are more 

likely to enter into a co-residential union in young adulthood – either marriage or 
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cohabitation – and female children are more likely to choose marriage over cohabitation 

(Barber & Axinn, 1998). 

Although maternal preferences subsume family size’s effect on the likelihood of 

union formation in young adulthood (Barber & Axinn, 1998), family size continues to be 

a significant factor in predicting the likelihood of experiencing a first birth in young 

adulthood (Michael & Tuma, 1985; Barber, 2000). Thus, as with childbearing 

dispositions, family size influences childbearing behavior over and above parental 

preferences. 

 Religion is also strongly linked to family formation attitudes and behaviors. 

Married couples tend to be more religious than average, while cohabiters tend to be less 

religious. However, untangling the direction of influence can be difficult (Thornton, 

Axinn, & Hill, 1992). On the one hand, religious ideologies and participation can shape 

young adult’s values, desires, and subsequent behavior. Childhood exposure and 

acceptance of religion are strong predictors of both negative attitudes toward cohabitation 

and positive attitudes toward marriage (Pearce & Thornton, 2007). Additionally, 

denominational affiliation can be important: Catholic youth are the least likely to enter a 

cohabiting union, while conservative and mainline Protestants are more likely to follow 

cohabitation with marriage. However, in both cases, denomination effects are highly 

dependent on the level of service attendance and importance of religion (Eggebeen & 

Dew, 2009).  

But family formation behaviors can also affect religiosity. Cohabiting couples 

might experience cognitive dissonance and social sanctions from their religious 

communities and, as a result, drop their religious commitments. At the same time, 
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marriage and childbearing might increase religious participation as married couples 

return to church in hopes of raising their children in a religious context (Roof, 1993). A 

recent analysis of Add Health data confirms that married young adults are the least likely 

to decline in religious service attendance and salience or to disaffiliate from religion, 

while cohabiters are the most likely to decline and disaffiliate (Uecker, Regnerus, & 

Vaaler, 2007). While parents in the Add Health sample do not exhibit marked difference 

in religious decline, this is likely due to the age of the sample (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & 

Waite, 1995). However, selection effects might still be at work, with the less religious 

being more likely to choose cohabitation and the very religious being more likely to 

marry early. Both processes are likely at work (Thornton, Axinn, & Hill, 1992). 

In sum, the relationship between religiosity, family attitudes, and family 

formation is complex, multifaceted, and likely reciprocal. Through both the socialization 

of religious and pro-family values in childhood and social control in young adulthood, 

parents can influence their children’s childbearing dispositions and family formation 

behaviors. Part of their influence, however, is their own fertility behavior. Alongside 

parent’s preferences and values, family size continues to exert an influence on 

childbearing dispositions and behaviors. Thus, while family size may not directly affect 

religiosity in emerging adulthood, it might buttress religiosity by supporting family 

attitudes and behaviors that are more in line with their religious values and commitments. 

 

 

 

 



16 
 

Genetic Factors in Religious Inheritance 

Recently, several scholars have utilized twin study designs to uncover the hidden 

role that genetics play in the inheritance of religiosity (D’Onofrio et al., 1999; Eaves et 

al., 2008; Bradshaw & Ellison 2009). They argue that while environmental factors like 

religious socialization and authoritative parenting are important for the development of 

religiosity, religious parents may also pass on genes to their children that predispose them 

towards similar religious beliefs and behaviors. Twin studies allow researchers to tease 

apart the relative contributions of environmental and genetic factors. On the whole, 

genetic factors play a significant role in religiosity, although the magnitude of their 

influence varies by age and by the type of religiosity being measures. Genetic influences 

on religiosity become most prominent in adulthood and explain a larger proportion of the 

variance (between 41 and 65%) for religious conservatism and religious transformations 

(e.g., being “born-again”) (Bradshaw & Ellison 2009). Genetic factors also shape 

childhood religiosity, religious salience, and worship attendance, but the family 

environment plays a significant role in shaping and constraining these types of religious 

expressions (Eaves et al., 2008). While genetic studies about religiosity are interesting in 

themselves, they also provide support for the socialization models outlined earlier. 

However, any family influences on religiosity should be interpreted and understood with 

these genetic influences in mind. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Data 

For this study, I use the first and third waves of the National Study of Youth and 

Religion. The NSYR is a longitudinal, nationally representative telephone survey of 

American teenagers. Its first wave of data collection was conducted from June 2002 to 

April 2003 and consisted of interviews with 3,370 teenagers (including an oversample of 

Jewish teens, N=80) between the ages of 13 and 17 and one of their co-resident parents. 

This sample was compared to Census data and was shown to be nationally representative 

A weight was also constructed to account for the probability of selection into the sample 

(see http://www.youthandreligion.org/research for more information on survey 

methodology). The third wave of survey interviews was conducted from September 2007 

to April 2008 with 2,532 of the original teenagers, now 18-24 years old. A longitudinal 

weight was also constructed for wave III to adjust for changes in the sample due to 

attrition. The NSYR is particularly suited for this study because it collects religious belief 

and behavior data from both teenage respondents and a parent, in contrast to other studies 

that rely on retrospective accounts from adult respondents about their parent’s level of 

religiosity during childhood. The longitudinal design also allows me to track changes in 

an individual’s religiosity as they transition from adolescence to emerging adulthood.  

 

Measures 

 I test the effect of family size on two types of religiosity: religious salience and 

religious service attendance. These two measures are correlated but tap different 

dimensions of religiosity. In addition, each responds differently to the age changes 
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associated with adolescence and emerging adulthood. Religious salience captures a 

respondent’s private religiosity and is measured the same way in both waves with the 

question (coded 1= not important at all to 5 = extremely important), “How important or 

unimportant is religion in shaping how you live your daily life?” Religious service 

attendance captures a respondent’s public religiosity and is measured the same way in 

both waves (coded 1=never attend to 4=weekly or more) with the questions “Do you 

attend religious services more than once or twice a year, not counting weddings, 

baptisms, and funerals?” and (if “Yes”), “About how often do you usually attend 

religious services?”  

 My independent variable is family size. This variable (ranging from 0--only child-

-to 5 or more siblings) is a count of the respondent’s number of siblings as reported by 

the parent interviewee in wave I. This count includes full, half, and step siblings, as well 

as siblings who did and did not reside in the household at the time of the wave I survey. 

The NSYR asked respondents about the age, gender, and relatedness of every sibling 

living in the household but, unfortunately, it did not ask about the age or gender of 

siblings living outside the household, many of which are likely to be older. This prevents 

me from controlling for birth order or sibling spacing, in order to avoid biasing the 

sample downward (in age) toward younger families.. 

 I account for parental values through two measures. I control for denominational 

affiliation by using the NSYR’s modified version of the RELTRAD method outlined by 

Steensland et al. (2000). Adolescent respondents are classified either as evangelical 

Protestant, mainline Protestant, black Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Mormon, Other, 

Undetermined, or not religious. This classification partially captures the institutional 



19 
 

context in which the adolescent was raised. Instead of controlling for parental religious 

salience – a measure that is highly correlated with adolescent religiosity – I control for 

parent’s political conservatism. I code parent respondents as “conservative” if they 

classified their political leaning as “somewhat conservative” or “very conservative.” This 

measure likely captures some of the influence of parental religiosity but it may also signal 

a parent’s broader cultural orientation, particularly towards the second demographic 

transition (Lesthaeghe & Neidert 2006). The first wave of the NSYR was conducted in 

between the 2000 and 2004 elections, meaning that parents who identified as either 

“somewhat conservative” or “very conservative” likely voted for Bush. 

I control for the family context through two measures: parent-child relationship 

quality and household division of labor. Parent-child relationship quality is an average of 

a respondent’s reported closeness to both mother and father in wave I (coded 1=not close 

at all, 6=extremely close), measured by the questions, “How close or not close do you 

feel to your [MOTHER] [FATHER]?” I construct an average measure of parental 

closeness in order to include respondents who only reported one parent. I also include a 

measure for change in relationship quality between waves in my longitudinal models.  

Wave III allows respondents to identify a mother or father figure that was either absent in 

wave I or has replaced their wave I mother or father figure. I include these wave III 

parent figures in my wave III measure where appropriate. The household division of 

labor is a dichotomous measure of the mother’s work status at wave I.  I construct a 

dichotomous measure that equals 1 if the respondent’s mother self-identifies or, in the 

case of paternal respondents, is identified as a “homemaker.” 
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For family formation behaviors I construct dichotomous measures identifying 

respondents as either “currently married,” “currently cohabiting,” or “single” in wave III. 

I also identify respondents who are currently living with at least one biological child or 

stepchild. I control for three family attitudes. First, I construct a measure for desired 

family size. In wave III, respondents were asked, “In total, how many children do you 

intend to have?” If respondents gave a minimum and maximum, I average the two 

numbers. Second, I control for a respondent’s attitude towards divorce through the 

question, “Do you think that, in general, a couple without children should end their 

marriage if it is empty and unfulfilling, or should they stick with it even if they are not 

happy?” Respondents who answered “stick with it” are coded 1. Lastly, I control for 

traditional gender values by constructing a three-item additive index (Cronbach’s alpha: 

.58 ) from a respondent’s level of agreement with following statements: 1) “It is much 

better for everyone if the man earns the main living and the woman takes care of the 

home and family,” 2) “Most of the important decisions in the life of the family should be 

made by the man of the house,” and 3) “A working mother can establish as warm and 

secure a relationship with her children as a mother who does not work.” Each item is 

coded so that higher numbers reflect more conservative attitudes. 

Finally, I control for demographic characteristics known to be associated with 

religiosity. These include gender (female=1), age, region in wave I (South=1), and 

parent’s income at wave I. Income was reported by the parent respondent at wave I and 

was measured in increments of $10,000 up to $100,000. Roughly six percent of 

respondents refused to answer this question. In order not to lose these cases, I impute the 

mean value of income for these respondents and included a dummy variable to flag these  
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Table 1. Ranges, Means, and Standard Deviations of Measures 
Variables Min Max M SD 
Sibship size 0 5 2.15 1.45 
Religious salience (w1) 0 4 2.43 1.13 
Religious service attendance (w1) 1 4 2.78 1.15 
Religious salience (w3) 0 4 2.19 1.27 
Religious service attendance (w3) 1 4 2.18 1.13 
Female 0 1 0.52 0.50 
Income 1 11 6.23 2.84 
Lives in South (w1) 0 1 0.41 0.49 
Age 18 23 20.15 1.39 
Bio-intact family (w1) 0 1 0.52 0.50 
Mother's education 0 1 0.43 0.50 
Evangelical 0 1 0.31 0.46 
Black Protestant 0 1 0.11 0.31 
Catholic 0 1 0.24 0.43 
Jewish 0 1 0.04 0.19 
Mormon 0 1 0.03 0.16 
Not religious 0 1 0.11 0.32 
Other 0 1 0.02 0.16 
Undetermined 0 1 0.02 0.14 
Hispanic 0 1 0.10 0.29 
Parent is politically conservative 0 1 0.35 0.48 
Mother is homemaker (w1) 0 1 0.18 0.38 
Avg. closeness to parents (w1) 1 6 4.84 0.91 
Change in closeness to parents 
(w3) -4 4 -0.12 1.06 
Currently married (w3) 0 1 0.07 0.25 
Currently cohabiting (w3) 0 1 0.11 0.31 
Living with child or stepchild 0 1 0.08 0.27 
Desired family size (w3) 0 5 2.46 1.10 
Divorce never OK (w3) 0 1 0.30 0.46 
Traditional gender values 3 15 6.64 2.43 

 

missing values. I control for family structure through a dichotomous measure indicating 

whether a respondent lived with both biological, married parents at wave I. I also control 

for mother’s level of education (1=has an associates’ degree or more). I do not control for 

race in my models because of possible confounding with my religious affiliation 

variables. However, I do include a dichotomous measure of Hispanic ethnicity along with 
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religious affiliation in order to account for any additional association that might exist 

between Hispanic ethnicity, family size, and religiosity. 

 

Analytic Strategy 

 I begin by exploring the bivariate association between family size and both of my 

religiosity measures in waves I and III. These bivariate tables are unweighted and do not 

include the NSYR’s Jewish oversample (N=80). I also exclude respondents who are still 

in high school in wave III (N=169) from the wave III analysis. 

 Next, I conduct separate ordinal logistic regressions predicting religious salience 

and worship attendance. Ordinal logistic regression is used when the outcome variable 

consists of discrete, ordered categories. The independent variables predict the log odds of 

being in a higher category of the outcome variable relative to a lower category. There are 

two major assumptions behind ordinal logistic regression (Powers & Xie, 2008). The first 

is that the distances between all adjacent categories of the outcome are equal. The second 

is that the effect of a given independent variable is the same across all categories of the 

outcome variable, e.g. the effect of x on the odds of being in category 4 vs. 3 is the same 

as its effect on the odds of being in 5 vs. 4. This study likely violates both of these 

assumptions. However, for my purposes, the direction and significance of the 

coefficients, rather than the actual effect size, remain useful indicators of the relative 

importance of each variable.  

I begin the multivariate analysis by predicting wave I religious salience with 

family size, controlling for basic demographic variables. Then I control for 

denominational affiliation and parental conservatism to test for spuriousness between 
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family size and wave I religious salience. Then I calculate a series of longitudinal models 

that predict wave III religious salience. These longitudinal models test three possible 

explanations for family size’s indirect effect on religious salience in emerging adulthood: 

spuriousness, parent-relationship quality, and family formation attitudes and behaviors. 

As a conservative estimate, I follow these three models with a lagged-dependent variable 

model (LDV) that predicts wave III religiosity, controlling for wave I religiosity. I repeat 

this analysis for religious service attendance. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Bivariate Analysis  

Table 2 displays mean levels of religious salience and religious service attendance 

for each sibling size group. At wave I, there is a general positive association between 

number of siblings and religious salience. However, this pattern becomes more 

pronounced by wave III as the religious salience gap between having no siblings and 

having five or more siblings increases from 0.17 to 0.42. There also seems to be a 

threshold between those with two siblings or less and those with three or more. 

Additionally, the mean level of religious salience for all groups declines in wave III 

except among those with five or more siblings. While the relationship between family 

size and religious salience appears stronger in wave III, it is not clear from Table 2 

whether this is due to actual increases in religiosity or simply less decline. 

Looking next at religious service attendance in wave I, there appears to be a 

weaker relationship between the focal variables. While larger sibling size is generally 

associated with higher frequency in worship attendance, the relationship is not quite as 

linear. The biggest difference is between those with siblings and those without; on 

average, only children attend religious services less often. Moving on to wave III, the 

pattern becomes more linear but the most prominent trend is the decline in mean levels of 

attendance for all family size groups. This result is in line with Uecker, Regnerus, and 

Vaaler’s (2007) finding that around 68 percent of emerging adults experience some 

decline in religious service attendance. Decline in attendance appears to be pervasive 

across sibling size groups. 
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Table 2. Mean values of wave I and wave III religious salience (1-5) and service attendance 
(1-4) by sibship size. 
Sibship size 0 1 2 3 4 5+ Total 
Salience         w1 2.36 2.39 2.42 2.55 2.60 2.52 2.45 
                      w3 2.11 2.04 2.16 2.42 2.43 2.53 2.22 
            
Attendance    w1 2.62 2.76 2.84 2.86 2.80 2.80 2.79 
                      w3 2.11 2.09 2.19 2.30 2.40 2.28 2.19 
            
N (w1) 298 985 847 498 289 342 3259 
N (w3) 196 696 587 313 185 218 2196 

 

The findings from Table 2 indicate two major expectations for the multivariate 

analysis: 1) family size should have a stronger relationship with religiosity in wave III 

than in wave I, and 2) family size should be a stronger predictor of religious salience than 

worship attendance. 

 

Multivariate Analysis 

Table 3 displays the odds ratios from ordinal logistic regression models predicting 

religious salience. A coefficient above 1 indicates that a one-unit increase in the 

independent variable has a positive effect on the outcome variable, i.e. it increases the 

odds of having higher religiosity. A coefficient below 1 indicates that the variable 

decreases the odds of having higher religiosity. 

The first two models are cross-sectional models predicting religious salience at 

wave I. Model 1 supports the bivariate relationship we found in Table 2 between the focal 

variables: larger family size is associated with greater odds of high levels of religious 

salience. The directions of the demographic variables in this model are also in line with 

previous research. When religious affiliation (mainline Protestant is the reference  
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Table 3. Odds ratios for ordered logistic regression models predicting religious salience, 
NSYR. 

      Wave I DV        Wave III DV   LDV 
Religious Salience 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sibship size 1.08*** 1.02 1.23*** 1.14*** 1.13*** 1.09* 1.09* 
Female 1.53*** 1.48*** 1.51*** 1.53*** 1.52*** 2.07*** 1.70*** 
Income 0.96** 0.96+ 0.93*** 0.96* 0.96* 0.96* 0.96+ 
Lives in South (w1) 2.18*** 1.63*** 1.95*** 1.42*** 1.38** 1.47*** 1.16 
Age 0.96 0.97 1.06+ 1.11** 1.10** 1.13*** 1.12** 
Bio-intact family (w1) 1.26** 1.17+ 1.43*** 1.34** 1.28* 1.12 1.15 
Mother's education 1.11 1.10 1.07 1.22+ 1.25* 1.22+ 1.16 
Religious Affiliation           

Evangelical  1.65***  2.46*** 2.50*** 1.99*** 1.80*** 
Black Protestant  1.97***  3.19*** 3.18*** 2.34*** 2.20*** 
Catholic  0.65**  0.99 0.97 0.81 1.01 
Jewish  0.38**  0.43* 0.40* 0.32** 0.55+ 
Mormon  2.87***  4.30*** 3.89** 1.95 1.55 
Not religious  0.11***  0.39*** 0.37*** 0.37*** 1.02 
Other  1.00  1.45 1.46 1.43 1.80 
Undetermined  0.61+  0.49* 0.49* 0.44* 0.68 

Hispanic  1.17  1.40* 1.39* 1.46* 1.29+ 
Parent is politically conservative  1.33***  2.01*** 2.01*** 1.63*** 1.51*** 
Mother is homemaker (w1)     1.13 1.18 1.02 1.07 
Avg. closeness to parents (w1)     1.28*** 1.58*** 1.54*** 1.35*** 
Change in closeness to parents 
(w3)      1.38*** 1.36*** 1.42*** 
Family Formation           

Currently married (w3)       1.22 1.30 
Currently cohabiting (w3)       0.50*** 0.55*** 
Living with child or stepchild       0.97 1.13 

Family Attitudes           
Desired family size (w3)       1.40*** 1.40*** 
Divorce never OK (w3)       2.53*** 2.26*** 
Traditional gender values       1.16*** 1.14*** 

Religious salience (w1)         2.47*** 
            
Pseudo R-squared 0.03 0.09 0.03 0.08 0.09 0.14 0.20 
N 3,349 3,349 2,187 2,187 2,187 2,187 2,187 

Notes: +p<.10  *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests) 
The regression models are weighted and control for missing income and Jewish oversample 
a. Reference category = Mainline Protestant 
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category) and parent’s political conservatism are added in model 2, the coefficient for 

family size is reduced and becomes insignificant. This suggests that the relationship 

between family size and religious salience in adolescence is spurious. Parents’ 

denominational affiliation and conservative political orientation explain why teenagers 

from larger families also exhibit higher levels of religious salience.  

 Models 3-6 are longitudinal models that predict religious salience at wave III. In 

model 3, the coefficient for family size is almost three times as large as it is in the wave I 

models. This is a surprising finding, especially given the relatively unchanged sizes of the 

other demographic variables in the model. Sibling size is a static characteristic and yet it 

becomes a better predictor of religious salience in wave III. Furthermore, model 5 shows 

that the association is not explained away by wave I religious affiliation and parental 

conservatism. Controlling for these variables reduces the coefficient by 39 percent, but a 

large part of family size’s positive association with wave III religious salience remains 

unexplained. 

Model 4 also includes wave I family context variables. Although average 

closeness to parents is a strong, positive predictor of religious salience in wave III, 

ancillary analysis revealed that it had no impact on the coefficient for family size. This 

indicates that family size does not appear to disrupt the family context for religious 

socialization. Family size either has no effect on the parent-child relationship or religious 

parents with large families are able to compensate for family size’s otherwise negative 

effects. Model 5 includes change in parental closeness between waves. Controlling for 

this change slightly reduces the coefficient for family size by .01, suggesting that at least 

some of family size’s influence on wave III religious salience is through better parent-
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child relations during emerging adulthood. However, the evidence for this interpretation 

is weak and the relationship between religiosity and parent-child relations is likely 

bidirectional. 

Model 6 controls for both family formation behaviors and family attitudes. As 

expected, cohabitation predicts lower odds of religious salience while marriage predicts 

higher odds, although the coefficient for marriage is not statistically significant. Living 

with a biological child or stepchild seems to be unrelated to religious salience, but this is 

likely due to the age of the NSYR sample (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). 

Desired family size, negative attitudes towards divorce, and traditional gender values are 

all positively associated with religiosity. I emphasize associated because these attitudes 

are measured at the same time as wave III religious salience. They are likely a product as 

well as a “cause” of religiosity. In addition, the relative sizes of the family attitude 

coefficients should not be interpreted too strongly because all three measures are highly 

correlated with one another. 

When family formation attitudes and behaviors are added to the model, the 

coefficient for family size is reduced in size and significance. An ancillary analysis 

showed that family attitudes, rather than actual behavior, are responsible for this 

reduction, particularly desired family size. Family size seems to be influencing religious 

salience, in part, through its promotion of a desire for larger families and more traditional 

family values. Controlling for religious salience at wave I in the LDV model does little to 

alter family size’s influence on religious salience, confirming what the previous models 

showed: that family size is an important marker of religious salience in emerging 

adulthood, over and above its influence on the importance of religion in adolescence. 
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Table 4. Odds ratios for ordered logistic regression models predicting religious service 
attendance, NSYR. 

      Wave I DV        Wave III DV   LDV 
Religious Service Attendance 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
           
Sibship size 1.10*** 1.05+ 1.17*** 1.07+ 1.07+ 1.05 1.04 
Female 1.32*** 1.27** 1.11 1.1 1.09 1.36*** 1.25* 
Income 1.05*** 1.05** 0.98 1.01 1.01 1.01 0.99 
Lives in South (w1) 1.52*** 1.13 1.55*** 1.20+ 1.19 1.24** 1.19 
Age 0.93** 0.95+ 0.98 1.00 0.99 1.00 1.02 
Bio-intact family (w1) 1.54*** 1.48*** 1.71*** 1.61*** 1.57*** 1.44*** 1.41** 
Mother's education 1.20* 1.24* 1.29* 1.48*** 1.49*** 1.45*** 1.35** 
Religious Affiliation          

Evangelical  1.63***  2.21*** 2.21*** 1.84*** 1.63*** 
Black Protestant  1.1  2.71*** 2.66*** 2.01*** 2.14*** 
Catholic  0.82  1.04 1.02 0.87 0.96 
Jewish  0.26***  0.35* 0.34** 0.28** 0.57 
Mormon  2.61**  6.54*** 6.33*** 3.85*** 3.12** 
Not religious  0.01***  0.28*** 0.27*** 0.27*** 1.07 
Other  0.61*  0.95 0.94 0.89 1.26 
Undetermined  1.48*  0.65 0.66 0.66 0.66 

Hispanic  1.06  1.74** 1.73** 1.82*** 1.79*** 
Parent is politically conservative  1.18*  1.77*** 1.76*** 1.48*** 1.48*** 
Mother is homemaker (w1)     1.06 1.08 0.95 0.88 
Avg. closeness to parents (w1)     1.20*** 1.34*** 1.28*** 1.30*** 
Change in closeness to parents 
(w3)      1.18** 1.16* 1.21*** 
Family Formation          

Currently married (w3)       1.13 1.07 
Currently cohabiting (w3)       0.42*** 0.44*** 
Living with child or stepchild       0.87 0.97 

Family Attitudes          
Desired family size (w3)       1.29*** 1.31*** 
Divorce never OK (w3)       2.19*** 1.97*** 
Traditional gender values       1.10*** 1.10*** 

Religious service attendance (w1)        2.04*** 
           
Pseudo R-squared 0.02 0.18 0.02 0.08 0.08 0.12 0.16 

N 3,351 3,351 2,189 2,189 2,189 2,189 2,189 
 
Notes: +p<.10  *p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests) 
The regression models are weighted and control for missing income and Jewish oversample 
a. Reference category = Mainline Protestant 
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Table 4 displays odds ratios predicting frequency of religious service attendance. 

Models 1 and 2 predict attendance at wave I and follow a similar pattern to religious 

salience with religious affiliation and parental political conservatism explain most of the 

association with family size. However, family size remains significant at the 0.1 level, 

suggesting that larger families, on average, may attend services more frequently than 

smaller families, regardless of denomination and political orientation. 

 Model 3 in Table 4 also tells a similar story. Family size is a stronger predictor of 

religious service attendance in emerging adulthood than in adolescence. Although, as in 

the bivariate analysis in Table 2, its association with service attendance is not as strong as 

it is with salience. Model 4 shows that a great deal of family size’s association is a result 

of denominational affiliation and parental political conservatism. Controlling for these 

factors reduces the size of the coefficient for family size and drops its significance below 

0.05. Change in parental closeness is positively related to attendance in model 5 but it 

does not appear to be mediating family size’s effect. Controlling for family formation 

behaviors and attitudes reduces the size and significance of family size’s coefficient. 

Again, this indicates that family size’s connection to more traditional family values and 

desires explains part of its association with religiosity. 

 A few other control variables are of note. First, Hispanic ethnicity is a significant 

and positive predictor of both religious salience and attendance in wave III. Like family 

size, this variable becomes more pronounced during emerging adulthood, even after 

controlling for denominational affiliation. Second, for both religious salience and service 

attendance, controlling for family formation behaviors and attitudes reduces the 

coefficients for more conservative religious denominations. This suggests that part of  
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Table 5. Predicted probability of wave III religious salience and service attendance by 
sibship size. 

Religious Salience (w3)     Sibship size     
Men 0 1 2 3 4 5+ 
Not important at all 0.22 0.19 0.16 0.13 0.11 0.09 
Not very important 0.21 0.19 0.18 0.16 0.14 0.12 
Somewhat important 0.31 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.31 0.29 
Very important 0.16 0.18 0.21 0.23 0.25 0.26 
Extremely important 0.10 0.12 0.14 0.16 0.19 0.23 
         
Women 0 1 2 3 4 5+ 
Not important at all 0.16 0.13 0.11 0.09 0.08 0.06 
Not very important 0.18 0.16 0.14 0.12 0.10 0.09 
Somewhat important 0.32 0.32 0.31 0.29 0.28 0.25 
Very important 0.21 0.23 0.25 0.26 0.28 0.29 
Extremely important 0.14 0.16 0.19 0.23 0.27 0.31 

 
Service Attendance (w3)     Sibship size     
Men 0 1 2 3 4 5+ 
Never attends 0.43 0.39 0.35 0.32 0.29 0.26 
Attends infrequently 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.26 0.25 
Attends 1-3 times per month 0.16 0.17 0.19 0.2 0.21 0.22 
Attends weekly 0.15 0.17 0.19 0.22 0.24 0.27 
              
Women 0 1 2 3 4 5+ 
Never attends 0.41 0.37 0.33 0.30 0.27 0.24 
Attends infrequently 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.26 0.26 0.25 
Attends 1-3 times per month 0.17 0.18 0.19 0.20 0.21 0.22 
Attends weekly 0.16 0.18 0.21 0.23 0.26 0.29 

*Generated from ordered logistic regression models where biological intact two parent family=1, South=0,  
and income and age held at median levels. 
 

these denominations’ influence on emerging adulthood religiosity is their promotion and 

socialization of a more traditional orientation towards the family. 

Third, in the longitudinal models 3-5 in Table 4, the coefficient for gender is 

small and nonsignificant and then increases in size and significance when the family 

formation are added in model 6. This suggests that cohabitation has a stronger negative 

impact on women’s service attendance than men’s. This finding is consistent with 
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previous work on the differential impact of cohabitation on men and women’s religious 

participation (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). A double standard regarding the 

religious implications of cohabitation may be persisting among this recent sample of 

young adults. 

 Finally, it can be difficult to comprehend the magnitude of coefficients in ordered 

logistic models. Table 5 displays predicted probabilities of wave III religious salience and 

service attendance for men and women of each sibling size group. These probabilities are 

calculated for emerging adults who grew up outside the South in biologically-intact 

families, holding income and age at their median levels. The table shows the probability 

(0-1) of being in a category of religious salience (or attendance) given the number of 

siblings. If we start at the lowest category of salience, “Not important at all,” for male 

only children (sibling size=0) and move across the table, we see that larger sibling sizes 

have a lower probability of reporting the lowest level of salience. Similarly, if we look at 

the highest level of salience, “Extremely important,” and move across by sibling size, we 

see that larger sibling sizes have a much higher probability of religion being “extremely 

important” in shaping daily life. Overall, these predicted probabilities confirm the pattern 

found in the bivariate and multivariate analyses. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Rogoff & Angelillo (2002) warn that multivariate regression can give readers and 

researchers a false impression of reality “as consisting of a collection of freestanding 

variables that operate in isolation or in simple interaction” (213). Real life, however, is 

never separated into variables that act independently of one another; attitudes, behaviors, 

institutional contexts, and identities are clustered together in interdependent relationships. 

So, although my models show that family size has a statistically significant, positive, and 

“independent” effect on the odds of reporting higher levels of religiosity, family size, by 

itself, does not induce religiosity in emerging adults. Rather, family size likely works in 

concert with parental, congregational and other social influences. Multivariate regression 

allows me to uncover whether family size is merely an unintended consequence of 

parental decisions and influences or whether it is part of the social milieu that shapes the 

religious lives of emerging adults. 

 My analysis revealed that family size matters most for religiosity during emerging 

adulthood. Its positive association with religious salience and service attendance during 

adolescence is mostly spurious. Teenagers from larger families are more likely to value 

religion more highly and attend more frequently, but this is primarily because their 

parents are more conservative and belong to more conservative religious denominations. 

Thus, parents remain central actors in their adolescents’ religious values and practices. As 

teenagers begin leaving their parents’ direct sphere of influence and transition into 

adulthood, family size becomes a more prominent marker of religious differences. 

Emerging adults from larger families tend to maintain their religiosity to a greater degree 

than their peers who grow up in smaller families.  
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I investigated two possible pathways through which family size might be 

influencing religiosity in emerging adulthood. First, I tested whether family size’s 

influence is felt through its impact on the parent-child relationship. The sibling size 

literature indicated that having a large number of siblings might have a negative impact 

on the family context for religious socialization. At the same time, smaller studies of 

Mormon samples suggested that very religious families might be able to compensate for 

family size’s effect and create strong family bonds that are more closely tied to religion. 

My analysis found no evidence for the former and weak support for the latter. While 

having greater numbers of siblings may harm the parent-child relationship for some 

emerging adults, this appears to be unrelated to their religiosity. If anything, large 

families tend to support religiosity by strengthening the connection between family 

relationships and religiosity.  

 My analysis lends greater support to the second pathway: family size’s connection 

to family formation. Emerging adults from large families exhibit more religiosity, in part, 

because they also desire larger families and hold more conservative family attitudes. This 

does not mean that religious beliefs and commitments are not also factors behind young 

adults’ orientations towards family formation. Other studies have documented religion’s 

role in shaping young adults’ family formation behaviors and attitudes (Eggebeen & 

Dew, 2009; Pearce, 2002). But the experience of growing up in a large family may also 

influence young adults’ family formation attitudes and desires. By encouraging an 

orientation towards the family that is more in line with conservative religious values, 

family size likely supports the maintenance of religious commitments during emerging 
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adulthood. Parents’ fertility behavior, then, may be having an indirect influence on their 

children’s religiosity by demonstrating the religious value of family life.  

However, I do not want to paint too strong a contrast between large and small 

families. Family size was a weaker predictor of worship attendance than religious 

salience and its relationship with attendance was primarily explained by denominational 

affiliation and parental conservatism. Thus, one interpretation is that family size 

influences the value that emerging adults place on religion rather than their actual 

behavior (at least this particular public form of religious behavior). Young men and 

women from large families may still be susceptible to declines in public religious 

participation that accompany lifestyle changes in emerging adulthood (Uecker, Regnerus, 

Vaaler, 2007). Although, by valuing religion more highly during this period, these young 

adults may be more likely to return to regular worship attendance upon reaching full 

adulthood. 

Additionally, this study does not compare siblings within families. A within-

family study would likely capture some of the variation in families themselves that affect 

the religiosity of all siblings. For example, genetic factors may be influencing the 

connection between religiosity and conservative values (Bradshaw & Ellison 2009).  

Another limitation in this study was the inability to control for other relevant siblings 

structure variables like spacing, gender composition, and birth order (Saroglou & Fiasse, 

2003; Steelman, Powell, Werum, & Carter, 2002). Unfortunately, the NSYR only asked 

these questions about siblings who were living in the household at wave I. Measures of 

sibling religiosity and closeness to siblings might also capture the ways that siblings 

influence each other’s religious development. A future analysis that includes these more 
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detailed sibling characteristics will likely paint a fuller picture of the complex family 

processes involved in religious socialization. This analysis serves as a step in that 

direction. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Although the common image of emerging adulthood is one of independence and 

autonomy, this study demonstrates how family remains relevant in the religious lives of 

many emerging adults. Furthermore, it highlights the reciprocal relationship between 

religious and family ideologies in the American religious landscape and encourages 

scholars to continue to investigate the ways in which broader institutional changes in the 

family and religion are interrelated.  
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