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Executive Summary



R



eligiously involved families of early adolescents, ages 12 to14, living in the United States appear to have significantly stronger relationships between mothers and fathers than families that are not religiously active. This report examines associations between three dimensions of family religious involvement (the number of days per week the family does something religious, parental worship service attendance and parental prayer) and the quality of the relationship between teens’ mothers and fathers. All 12 of the family relationship variables examined for this report were significantly related to some dimension of family religious involvement, after controlling for the possible effects of eight control variables.



Teens in religiously involved families tend to report that their parents have stronger relationships than teens in families not religiously involved.



Youth with both a mother figure and a father figure living in the household were asked a series of questions about the relationship between their parents. Teens were asked questions such as whether their mothers and fathers express love for each other, compromise with each other, insult each other, and other indicators of the quality of the parental relationship. The responses to these questions indicate that family religious involvement is strongly associated with the quality of the relationship between the mothers and fathers of the youth respondents.
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Eleven percent of 12- to 14-year-old youth belong to families that are heavily involved (five to seven days per week) in some form of religious activity during the week (such as attending church, praying, or reading scriptures together). These youth are significantly more likely than youth whose families do not engage in religious activities throughout the week (34 percent of all youth) to report better relationships between their mothers and fathers, according to multiple measures. Youth from less religiously active families (8 percent for three to four days per week; 47 percent for one to two days per week) also are more likely to report many but not all of the stronger parental relationship characteristics. The data reveal fewer significant associations between parental worship service attendance and positive parental relationship characteristics. However, the 40 percent of youth with a parent attending worship services at least once a week are significantly more likely than those with parents who do not attend to report that their mothers encourage their fathers and avoid screaming at them when angry.



Family religious activity, parental attendance and parental prayer are often significantly associated with positive parental relationships.



For the youth whose parents are less frequent attenders (12 percent for twice per month; 20 percent for once per month or less), the data also suggest evidence of stronger parental relationships than those whose parents do not attend, but with more scattered significant positive results. The data also show that the 52 percent of youth with a parent who prays more than once a day are often more likely than youth whose parents pray daily or less to report better relationships between their mothers and fathers. To summarize, all three dimensions of family and parental religious involvement analyzed here (family religious activity, parental worship service attendance, and parental prayer) tend to be associated significantly with positive parental relationship characteristics, after applying statistical procedures to control for the possible influence of demographic and socioeconomic factors.



Note that the cross-sectional data upon which the analyses in this report are based (data gathered at one point in
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time, not over time) make it difficult to determine precisely the causal effects of religion. It might be that religion itself causally influences stronger parental relationships. It might also be that parents who are already committed to highquality relationships choose to become more religiously involved as one strategy to pursue them. It might be that when parental relationships deteriorate, families reduce their religious practices. A combination of these or other causal influences might operate to produce the results presented in this report. What is clear in this report’s findings, however, is that, for whatever reasons, early adolescents living in religiously involved families in the United States are more likely to report stronger, more positive relationships between their parents than do adolescents in families that are not religiously active. This understanding might be an important starting point of knowledge for considering ways to enhance the quality of life of U.S. adolescents.



A note on data and methods: The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997) (NLSY97) is a nationally representative survey, documenting the transition from school to work of youth living in the United States, ages 12 through 16 as of December 31, 1996. A total of 8,984 respondents participated in this survey. Ninety-two percent of eligible respondents were interviewed. An oversample of 2,236 black and Hispanic youth is included in the final sample (all analyses are weighted to correct for the oversample). Additionally, 7,942 parents or parent figures completed a separate parent survey, one parent per youth respondent. Round 1 data (collected during February-October of 1997 and March-May of 1998) from both the youth and parent surveys are used in this analysis. The NLSY97 survey is sponsored by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and conducted by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, with assistance from the Center for Human Resource Research at The Ohio State University. While the NLSY survey contains data from adolescents ages 12 to 16 years old, this analysis focuses on younger adolescents, ages 12 to 14, due to sample structure and skip pattern limitations. Reports of religious behavior are based on the parent surveys, while the reports about parental relationships are based on the youth surveys. For ease of reading, this report uses the general terms “mother” and “father” to represent both biological parents and nonbiological parent figures that might be present in the household.
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Multiple regression techniques allow control for eight other factors that also might be related to the outcome of interest. These eight control factors are age, race, presence of both biological parents in the household, income, rural/urban residence, region, sex and education of residential mother or mother figure. The religion variables examined are number of days per week family does something religious, frequency of parental worship service attendance and frequency of parental prayer. Each regression model was run separately for each religion variable, so a model testing the relationship between family religious activity and the quality of the parental relationships, for instance, does not control for other dimensions of religion, such as parental worship service attendance. Differences among religious variables are presented in this report in cross-tabulation form. Religious variables in the regression models that are statistically significant at the p 
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