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Abstract: This study examines the effect of religious heterogamy on the transmission of religion
from one generation to the next. Using data from 37 countries in the 2008 Religion III Module of the
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), I conduct a cross-national analysis of the relationship
between parents’ religious heterogamy and their adult childrens’ religious lives. By estimating
fixed effects regression models, I adjust for national-level confounders to examine patterns of
association between having interreligious parents during childhood and level of adult religiosity
as measured by self-rated religiousness, belief in God, and frequencies of religious attendance and
prayer. The results indicate that having religiously heterogamous parents or parents with dissimilar
religious attendance patterns are both associated with lower overall religiosity in respondents.
Parents’ religious attendance, however, mediates the relationship when each parent has a different
religion. Having one unaffiliated parent is associated with lower religiosity regardless of parents’
levels of religious attendance. The negative impact of parents’ religious heterogamy on religious
inheritance is independent of national-level factors and has implications for anticipating changes in
the religious landscapes of societies characterized by religious diversity and growing numbers of
interreligious marriages.

Keywords: religious heterogamy; parents; socialization; international; religiosity; religious affiliation;
religious attendance

1. Introduction

For several decades, researchers have documented the profound and persistent influence of
parents on the religious identities, beliefs, and behaviors of their children (Glass et al. 1986; Myers 1996;
Sherkat 1998; Smith and Denton 2009; Bengtson 2013). Relatively little research, however, has examined
the impact of religious heterogamy1 on the religious development of children, and fewer still have
explored the phenomenon of religious inheritance in other societies. This study extends the study
of religious socialization2 beyond the United States to conduct a cross-national investigation of the
effect of religious heterogamy on the intergenerational transmission of religion. How does having
interreligious parents during childhood impact an individual’s later religiosity?

Prior studies in the U.S. have consistently found that parents who do not share the same religion
produce less religious children than parents who do (Hoge and Petrillo 1978; Nelsen 1990; Myers 1996;
Bengtson 2013). The primary question of this study is whether this effect holds across a variety of societal

1 I use the terms religious heterogamy, religious intermarriage, and interreligious marriage interchangeably to refer to
marriage in which spouses do not identify with the same religion.

2 I use the terms religious socialization, religious inheritance, and the intergenerational transmission of religion
interchangeably to refer to the phenomenon of children learning or adopting religious identities, beliefs, orientations,
values, and/or practices from their parents.
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contexts. The answer is not inconsequential. Religiously heterogamous marriages represent a nontrivial
proportion of the married populations in many nations (see Figure 1). Furthermore, interreligious
marriages have been growing, not only in the United States (Glenn 1982; McCutcheon 1988;
Kalmijn 1991; Lehrer 1998; Rosenfeld 2008; Putnam and Campbell 2010; Pew Research Center 2016)
but also around the world (see Figure 2) (O’Leary 2001; Voas 2003). If having religiously heterogamous
parents is associated with lower levels of religiosity than having religiously homogamous parents, there
are important implications for anticipating and understanding changes in the religious landscapes
of societies characterized by religious diversity. Because a major factor in the growth or decline of
religion in a society is the effectiveness of one generation to reproduce religion in the next generation
(Voas 2003; Bisin et al. 2004; Bengtson et al. 2009; Bengtson 2013), there is a need to better understand
the impact of having interreligious parents on the future religiosities of children from these families.

This study extends previous research on religious heterogamy by using cross-national data from
the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) to examine the effect of interreligious marriages on
the transmission of religion from one generation to the next. I contrast having religiously heterogamous
parents with having religiously homogamous parents to examine patterns of association with levels of
adult religiosity as measured by self-rated religiousness, belief in God, and frequencies of religious
attendance and prayer. Analyses suggest that the impact of parents’ religious heterogamy on religious
inheritance is independent of societal-level contextual factors. This finding contributes to the larger
research project of examining family factors related to generational differences in religiosity, particularly
in religiously diverse societies with rising levels of religious intermarriage.
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2. Conceptual Framework

2.1. The Intergenerational Transmission of Religion

Parents are the most important social influence that shapes the religious lives of their children, both
during adolescence and adulthood (Myers 1996; Regnerus et al. 2004; Smith and Denton 2009; Denton
and Culver 2015). Other factors such as aging and life course events (i.e., marriage and parenthood),
friend networks, spouse’s religiosity, and recent religious experiences are also key determinants of adult
religiosity (Roof and Hoge 1980; Willits and Crider 1989; Chaves 1991; Hoge et al. 1994; Wilson and
Sherkat 1994; Stolzenberg et al. 1995; Regnerus et al. 2004), but parental religiosity remains the strongest
predictor overall. To explain the mechanisms by which religious beliefs, values, and behaviors are
transmitted, reinforced, and reproduced across generations, several major theoretical explanations
exist in the literature on religious socialization: (1) Parents model religion that their children imitate,
(2) parents channel their children into religious institutions, environments, and social networks where
religion is reinforced, and (3) positive affective relationships between parents and children facilitate
religious inheritance.

The first explanation, which stems from social learning theory, theorizes that human beings learn
religious behavior primarily through modeling: children observe and imitate the behavior of others
(i.e., parents) in their social context (Bandura and Walters 1977). Therefore, parents who practice
religion more often or who emphasize religion in the home produce children who are more religious
(Hunsberger and Brown 1984; Willits and Crider 1989; Myers 1996; Bengtson et al. 2009; Smith and
Denton 2009).

The second explanation, the channeling hypothesis, claims that parents indirectly socialize
their children into religion by “channeling” them into social institutions and environments where
religious values are reinforced (Himmelfarb 1980). Taking children to religious services or venues,
sending children to religious schools, and introducing children to peer networks are all ways that
parents “channel” them into social situations where they learn religion. Several studies suggest that
peer networks and religious communities have a greater influence on the religious development
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of individuals than previously acknowledged (Cornwall 1989; Erickson 1992; Martin et al. 2003;
Regnerus et al. 2004).

The third explanation argues that the degree of parental affection and the quality of family
relationships moderate the influence of parental religiosity on the religiosity of children. The greater the
affection and the stronger the social bonds in the family, the more effective parents are at transmitting
religion (Bengtson et al. 2002). The quality of the relationship between parents and children
(Hoge and Petrillo 1978; Clark and Worthington 1990; Myers 1996; Sherkat 1998; Bengtson et al. 2002;
Smith and Denton 2009; Bengtson 2013; Denton and Culver 2015) and between the parents themselves
(Myers 1996; Lawton and Bures 2001; Regnerus et al. 2004; Copen and Silverstein 2007; Zhai et al. 2007)
strongly predict the future religiosity of children.

Although most research on religious socialization has focused on factors within the family context,
a few notable studies evidence the significant influence of the societal context on the transmission
of religion across generations. Kelley and Graaf (1997) found that a nation’s religious environment
significantly impacts the effectiveness of parents’ religious socialization of their children: Family
religiosity more strongly influences an individual’s religious life in more secular nations than in more
religious nations. A follow-up study also demonstrated that national contexts with high levels of
income inequality allow religion to be more easily transmitted from parents to children; however,
former socialist nations increase socialization costs while nations with high economic development do
not significantly impact religious socialization efforts (Müller et al. 2014).

2.2. Religious Heterogamy

Heterogamy commonly refers to marriage in which partners differ on some attribute (e.g., race,
education). Religious heterogamy, then, implies marriage in which spouses do not identify with the
same religion. This can take several forms. Spouses can either each identify with a different religion or
one spouse can identify with a religion while the other does not. Some U.S.-based studies have even
explored denominational heterogamy in which partners are identified as belonging to two different
Protestant denominations (Curtis and Ellison 2002; Petts and Knoester 2007; Bengtson 2013). For the
purposes of this international study, however, I operationalize religious heterogamy as any observation
in which a respondent and his/her spouse do not identify with the same of 11 broad religion categories
of the ISSP (ISSP Research Group 2012). Alternative to examining spousal differences in religious
affiliation, some researchers have explored other forms of religious dissimilarity in which partners
differ in other aspects of their religious lives such as religious beliefs, participation, or practices
(Call and Heaton 1997; Ellison and Sherkat 1999; Curtis and Ellison 2002; Wilcox and Wolfinger 2008;
Vaaler et al. 2009; Mahoney 2010).

Although religious homogamy is still predominant in most societies, religious heterogamy is
increasingly common. Figure 1 illustrates the percentage of married respondents in religiously
heterogamous marriages from each country in the 2008 ISSP dataset. Countries are rank ordered
by the percentage of respondents that do not share the same religious affiliation with their partners,
either because each partner has a different religious affiliation or because one partner is religiously
unaffiliated. Of the 37 countries included, 29 have greater than 10 percent religious heterogamy and
14 have greater than 25 percent religious heterogamy. Furthermore, the phenomenon of religious
heterogamy is growing, not only in the United States (Glenn 1982; McCutcheon 1988; Kalmijn 1991;
Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004; Rosenfeld 2008; Putnam and Campbell 2010; Pew Research Center 2016) but
also around the world (O’Leary 2001; Voas 2003). Figure 2 shows that among the 25 countries included
in both the 1998 and 2008 ISSP Religion modules, more than half had a greater than 2.5 percentage
point increase in religious heterogamy over that 10-year period.3

3 The decreases in religious heterogamy in the Czech Republic, Latvia, Slovakia, and France since 1998 is associated with
increases in the percentage of respondents reporting that both they and their spouses are both religiously unaffiliated.
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2.3. Religious Heterogamy and the Intergenerational Transmission of Religion

Early studies of denominational heterogamy in the U.S. found that individuals with parents who
did not belong to the same religious denomination were less religious overall than individuals with
parents who did (Anders 1955; Putney and Middleton 1961; Havens 1964; Hoge and Petrillo 1978).
More recent studies confirm these earlier findings, showing that having religiously heterogamous
parents is negatively associated with religiosity compared to having religiously homogamous parents
(Nelsen 1990; Myers 1996; Bengtson 2013). Furthermore, compared to having parents who identify
with two separate religions, having one parent who is religiously unaffiliated is related to even lower
levels of religiousness (Nelsen 1990).

Several possible explanations can account for the relationship between parental religious heterogamy
and weaker religious socialization outcomes. First, religious heterogamy is associated with lower levels
of overall religiosity (Williams and Lawler 2002; Pew Research Center 2016) and less frequent religious
practice among marriage partners themselves (Petersen 1986; Petts and Knoester 2007; Pew Research
Center 2016). Additionally, religious intermarriage is associated with greater likelihood of eventual
religious disaffiliation by one or more partners (Sherkat 1991; Voas 2003), less emphasis on religion in
the home (Williams and Lawler 2002; Pew Research Center 2016), and less frequent prayer or reading
of scripture with children (Pew Research Center 2016). If interreligious parents are less religious
themselves, then social learning theory predicts corresponding lower levels of religiosity among
their children.

Second, religiously heterogamous parents are less likely to “channel” their children into religious
environments where they can learn religion. Interreligious parents report participating in fewer
religious activities with their children (e.g., attending worship services) than religiously homogamous
parents (Petts and Knoester 2007; Pew Research Center 2016). Recent survey evidence also indicates
that they are less likely to send children to religious education activities or to a religious school
(Pew Research Center 2016).

Third, interreligious couples are more likely to experience interpersonal conflict or marital
instability (Myers 1996; Call and Heaton 1997; Curtis and Ellison 2002; Petts and Knoester 2007;
Wright et al. 2017). These disrupt the affective bonds of the family that are believed to facilitate effective
religious socialization (Bengtson et al. 2002; Bengtson 2013). Parents with greater marital happiness and
marital stability produce children with higher levels of religiosity (Myers 1996; Copen and Silverstein
2007; Zhai et al. 2007). Religious heterogamy (Glenn 1982; Heaton 1984) and dissimilarity in religious
attendance patterns (Heaton and Pratt 1990), however, are associated with decreased happiness and
satisfaction in marriage. In addition, interreligious marriages and couples with other significant
differences in religious participation or theological beliefs are more likely to experience higher levels
of marital conflict (Chinitz and Brown 2001; Curtis and Ellison 2002; Petts and Knoester 2007) and are
more likely to end in divorce (Heaton and Pratt 1990; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Kalmijn et al. 2005).

3. Hypotheses

The conceptual framework and prior research lead to the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1. Having parents who each have a different religious affiliation will be negatively associated with
respondent religiosity compared to having parents who share the same religious affiliation.

Hypothesis 2. Having one religiously unaffiliated parent will be negatively associated with respondent
religiosity compared to having parents who share the same religious affiliation.

Hypothesis 3. Having one religiously unaffiliated parent will be negatively associated with respondent
religiosity compared to having parents who each have a different religious affiliation.
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Hypothesis 4. Having parents who attended religious services at different frequency levels will be negatively
associated with respondent religiosity compared to having parents who attended religious services at the same
frequency level.

Hypothesis 5. The relationship between parental religious heterogamy and respondent religiosity will be
partially mediated by parental religious attendance.

4. Data and Methods

4.1. Sample

The data in this analysis come from the 2008 Religion III Module of the International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP). Each year, the ISSP, which is a consortium of survey agencies in member
countries, prepare a module of questions that are fielded either as an individual survey or alongside
a regular national survey. For the 2008 ISSP Religion III Module, a total of 59,986 respondents
ages 18 years and older4 in 40 member nations were interviewed about their religious affiliations,
beliefs, practices, traditions, and attitudes. This module was also administered in four non-ISSP
member countries (Indonesia, Kenya, Sri Lanka, and Tanzania) and is published as a separate dataset.
To increase the representation of non-Western societies in the analysis, the data from these four
countries (N = 6697) were appended for these analyses. The sampling strategies (simple random
and multi-stage stratified) and mode of data collection (face-to-face interviews, self-completed mail
surveys, and phone interviews) varied by nation. For additional information on the ISSP and the 2008
Religion III Module, including sampling procedures, modes of data collection, and response rates, see
ISSP Research Group (2012).

Information on key variables was not available for some respondents, because some questions
were not included on the survey fielded in Portugal (urbanity), Venezuela (marital status and parents’
religious attendance), Turkey (marital status), Taiwan (children in the household), and Sri Lanka
(respondent’s religious attendance). Additionally, more than 40 percent of respondents in Tanzania and
Russia did not provide responses for parents’ religious attendance. Because there is no information or
not enough information on these key variables, all observations from these 7 countries were excluded
from the analyses. After dropping these countries, approximately 3 percent of respondents had no
mother and/or no father present in the home as a child; therefore, these were excluded as well. About
11 percent of respondents either did not know or refused to answer the survey question about the
religious attendance of at least one of their parents. After the list-wise deletion of these cases with
missing responses, my final analysis sample size was 41,941 from 37 nations.

4.2. Respondent Religiosity

The dependent variable in this analysis is a measure of the overall religiosity of the
respondents, which I operationalize using a standardized scale comprised of four ISSP survey items:
self-identification as religious, belief in God, and the frequencies of religious attendance and prayer
(Schwadel 2015). In the ISSP self-identification as religious is measured using a 7-point index ranging
from “extremely nonreligious” to “extremely religious.” Belief in God is measured using a 6-point
index ranging from “I don’t believe in God” to “I know God really exists and I have no doubts about
it.” The frequencies of religious service attendance and prayer are both measured using a 9-point
index ranging from “never” to “several times a week.” To obtain a measure of overall religiosity,
I standardized each of these variables by converting the values to z-scores, then summed them and

4 Five nations included respondents younger than 18: Finland (15), South Africa (16), Japan (16), Russia (16), and Sweden (17).
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standardized the total so that the overall religiosity scale has a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is 0.86.

4.3. Parental Religious Heterogamy and Religious Attendance

In this analysis, the focal independent variables are a measure of parents’ religious marriage
type when respondents were children and a measure of similarity in parents’ religious attendance.
The first uses the religious affiliation combination of the respondents’ fathers and mothers to categorize
their religious marriage type. The ISSP asks respondents to indicate the religious preference of both
their fathers and mothers when the respondents were children and then recodes these preferences
into 11 categories: “None,” “Roman Catholic,” “Protestant,” “Christian Orthodox,” “Jewish,” “Islam,”
“Buddhism,” “Hinduism,” “Other Christian Religions,” “Other Eastern Religions,” and “Other
Religions.” Using these 11 religious affiliation categories for respondents’ fathers and mothers,
I construct a new nominal variable in which the marriages of respondents’ parents are compared
and categorized into four categories: “Same Religion,” “Mixed Religion,” “One Unaffiliated,” and
“Both Unaffiliated.” The “Same Religion” category is the reference group. Parents who have two
different religious affiliations (Mixed Religion) and parents in which one is religiously unaffiliated are
both a form of parental religious heterogamy and are analyzed as separate categories in the models
that follow.

The second measure, parents’ religious attendance, compares the religious practice of the
respondents’ two parents. Although the frequency of religious attendance is not an ideal cross-cultural
measure of religious practice, it is the only measure of parents’ religious practice in the 2008 ISSP
Religion III Module. The ISSP asks respondents to indicate the frequency of their fathers’ and mothers’
religious attendance when the respondents were children. These items were measured using a
7-point index ranging from “Never” to “Several times a week.” I recoded the religious attendance of
both the respondents’ fathers and mothers into three categories: “High” (at least once per month),
“Low” (less than once per month), and “Never” (less than once per year). Then I created a new
nominal variable with six religious attendance combinations of the respondents’ parents: “High-High,”
“High-Low,” “High-Never,” “Low-Low,” “Low-Never,” and “Never-Never.” For example, the category
“High-Low” indicates that a respondent had one parent who attended at least once per month and one
parent who attended less than once per month. The “High-High” category is the reference group.

4.4. Sociodemographic Control Variables

To control for other factors that might have a confounding influence on the association between
the religiosity of the respondents and their parents, I include the following indicator variables: gender
(woman = 1), university degree (university degree = 1), marital status (married = 1), and the presence
of at least one child in the household (children in household = 1)5. The models also include indicator
variables that control for urban and suburban locations with town/rural as the reference category. Age
is a continuous measure ranging from 15–89 years. All respondents 89 years old or older were recoded
into the 89 years old category because the U.S. survey pooled older respondents in this way. To account
for non-linearities in the effect of age on religiosity, the models also include an age-squared term.

4.5. Analytic Strategy

To examine the associations between parental religious heterogamy and respondent religiosity,
I test my hypotheses using fixed effects regression models. Because the aim of this study is to examine
the effect of an individual-level characteristic (parental religious heterogamy) on an individual-level
outcome (respondent religiosity), a fixed effects approach allows me to estimate this effect, while

5 The respondent may not necessarily be the parent of the child/children in the household.
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simultaneously controlling for all observed and unobserved country-level characteristics that might
confound the relationship between parental religious heterogamy and respondent religiosity. Prior
studies show that the economic, political, and social characteristics of a society impact processes of
religious socialization (Kelley and Graaf 1997; Müller et al. 2014). Using fixed effects models, I can
adjust for these and other national-level differences—such as political climate, social norms, or levels
of religious tolerance—that may bias the estimates. In these analyses, I first estimate separate fixed
effects models with controls for parents’ religious marriage type (religious affiliation) and parents’
religious attendance. Then, I estimate a model that includes both the parents’ religious marriage
type and parents’ religious attendance to test whether parental attendance mediates the relationship
between parents’ religious marriage type and respondent religiosity.

5. Results

Descriptive statistics of all variables are shown in Table 1. About 83 percent of the final analysis
sample (N = 41,941 individual respondents in 37 countries) had parents who shared the same religious
affiliation, 4 percent had parents with two different affiliations, 6 percent had one unaffiliated parent,
and 7 percent had two unaffiliated parents. About 22 percent of the sample reported having parents
who attended religious services at different frequencies (High-Low, High-Never, Low-Never), while
45 percent reported having parents who both attended at least once per month (High-High). The final
analysis sample is 55 percent women, 56 percent married, and 43 percent urban or suburban residents.
Forty-two percent live in a household with children, 16 percent have a university degree, and the
average age of respondents is about 46 years old.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Mean/Prop. SD Min. Max.

Dependent Variable
Overall Religiosity Score 0.00 1.00 −2.00 1.58

Independent Variables
Parents’ Religious Marriage Type

Same Religion * 0.83 0 1
Mixed Religion 0.04 0 1

One Unaffiliated 0.06 0 1
Both Unaffiliated 0.07 0 1

Parents’ Religious Attendance
Never-Never 0.17 0 1
Low-Never 0.07 0 1
Low-Low 0.16 0 1

High-Never 0.06 0 1
High-Low 0.09 0 1

High-High * 0.45 0 1

Sociodemographic Controls
Age 45.96 17.07 15.00 89.00

University Degree 0.16 0 1
Woman 0.55 0 1
Married 0.56 0 1

Has Children in Household 0.42 0 1
Location
Urban 0.30 0 1

Suburban 0.13 0 1
Town/Rural * 0.58 0 1

N = 41,941 in 37 countries; * Used as reference category.

Table 2 presents the results of the fixed effects regression models of respondent religiosity,
adjusting for both individual-level control variables and all potential observed and unobserved
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national-level confounders. Consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 2, Model 1 indicates that respondents
with religiously heterogamous parents during childhood score significantly lower on the overall
religiosity scale than respondents with religiously homogamous parents. Individuals with mixed
religion parents (b = −0.104) and one unaffiliated parent (b = −0.404) are less religious than individuals
with parents who had the same religious affiliation (both p < 0.001). Model 1 also suggests that having
one unaffiliated parent is associated with significantly lower levels of religiosity than having mixed
religion parents. Supporting Hypothesis 3, supplementary analyses (not shown) confirm this pattern
(p < 0.001). Figure 3, which presents predicted values on the religiosity scale for individuals with each
parental marriage type, illustrates these relationships. Respondents with mixed religion parents have
average levels of religiosity, while respondents with one unaffiliated parent have significantly below- z
levels of religiosity.

Table 2. Results from fixed effects regression models predicting respondent religiosity.

Variable 1 2 3

b SE b SE b SE

Parents’ Religious Marriage Type
Mixed Religion −0.104 *** (0.019) 0.028 (0.018)

One Unaffiliated −0.404 *** (0.016) −0.125 *** (0.016)
Both Unaffiliated −0.817 *** (0.016) −0.329 *** (0.017)

Parents’ Religious Attendance
Never-Never −1.063 *** (0.011) −0.961 *** (0.012)
Low-Never −0.756 *** (0.015) −0.728 *** (0.016)
Low-Low −0.531 *** (0.011) −0.525 *** (0.011)

High-Never −0.460 *** (0.016) −0.429 *** (0.017)
High-Low −0.250 *** (0.013) −0.250 *** (0.013)

Sociodemographic Controls
Age −0.006 *** (0.001) −0.005 *** (0.001) −0.005 *** (0.001)
Age2 0.000 *** (0.000) 0.000 *** (0.000) 0.000 *** (0.000)

University Degree −0.045 *** (0.011) −0.067 *** (0.010) −0.063 *** (0.010)
Woman 0.280 *** (0.008) 0.285 *** (0.007) 0.283 *** (0.007)
Married 0.113 *** (0.009) 0.097 *** (0.008) 0.096 *** (0.008)

Children in Household 0.065 *** (0.009) 0.064 *** (0.008) 0.064 *** (0.008)
Urban −0.099 *** (0.009) −0.075 *** (0.009) −0.073 *** (0.009)

Suburban −0.065 *** (0.012) −0.051 *** (0.011) −0.046 *** (0.011)
Constant −0.210 *** (0.029) 0.076 ** (0.028) 0.098 *** (0.028)

R2 0.142 0.255 0.262

N = 41,941; ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Model 2 shows that dissimilarity in parents’ attendance patterns also has a significant negative
effect on respondent religiosity, adjusting for individual-level factors and all observed and unobserved
national-level confounders. Respondents whose parents had High-Low (b = −0.250), High-Never
(b = −0.460), and Low-Never (b = −0.756) attendance patterns are significantly less religious overall
than respondents whose two parents both attended religious services at least once a month (High-High;
all p < 0.001). Supplementary analyses (not shown) confirm that respondents whose parents had a
Low-Never attendance pattern are significantly less religious than respondents whose parents had a
Low-Low attendance pattern (p < 0.001). Respondents, however, with only one parent who attended
once per month (High-Low, High-Never) are more religious overall than respondents whose parents
both attended but less than once per month (Low-Low; both p < 0.001). Figure 4 shows the predicted
values of respondent religiosity for each pattern of parents’ religious attendance. Consistent with
Hypothesis 4, having only one parent who attends at least once a month is associated with lower
respondent religiosity than having two parents who attend at least once a month, and having only
one parent who attends more than once per year is associated with lower respondent religiosity than
having two parents who attend more than once per year.
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Results assessing whether parents’ religious attendance patterns mediate the effect of parents’
religious affiliation on the overall religiosity of the respondents are presented in Model 3. Separate tests
for mediation indicate support for Hypothesis 5, confirming that parents’ religious attendance fully
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mediates the negative effect of having parents with two different religious affiliations on respondent
religiosity and partially mediates the negative effect of having one unaffiliated parent on respondent
religiosity (both p < 0.001). Figure 5 illustrates that after accounting for parents’ religious attendance
levels there is no statistical difference in the religiosity levels of respondents with same religion parents
and mixed religion parents. Both are associated with above-average levels of religiosity. Having parents
with two different religious affiliations is only indirectly associated with lower levels of religiosity as
this association is attributable to lower levels of religious attendance among parents who have two
different religions. However, as Figure 5 also shows, having one unaffiliated parent is still associated
with lower levels of religiosity even when adjusting for parents’ levels of religious attendance. Parental
religious attendance only partially accounts for the difference in religiosity between respondents with
parents of the same religion and respondents with one unaffiliated parent.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions

Using cross-national data from the 2008 ISSP Religion III Module, this study examined the effect of
religious heterogamy on the intergenerational transmission of religion. Results confirm prior research
(Hoge and Petrillo 1978; Nelsen 1990; Myers 1996; Bengtson 2013) but extend our understanding
of religious socialization processes by demonstrating that the negative association between having
interreligious parents during childhood and levels of religiosity in adulthood is independent of
national-level factors. Using fixed effects regression models, which adjust for country-level contextual
factors, these analyses provide evidence that having parents who do not share the same religious
affiliation is associated with lower overall religiosity in individuals across a variety of social contexts
(Kelley and Graaf 1997; Müller et al. 2014). Prior studies on the association between parental religious
heterogamy and personal religiosity have been limited to predominantly Christian societies in the West.
The present study has demonstrated that the negative association found in previous research is not an
exclusively Western phenomenon but is independent of societal context. These analyses find a clear
pattern that cannot be accounted for by contextual differences (i.e., social, economic, political, cultural)
between respondents. Individuals with parents who identify with two different religions are less
religious as adults than individuals with parents who identify with the same religion, and individuals
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with one unaffiliated parent are less religious than individuals with parents who identify with two
different religions. Consistent with the religious socialization literature, this finding highlights the
strength of the influence that parents have on the later religiosity of their children. Two parents who
share the same religion are more effective at transmitting religion to their children than parents who
have different religions.

This study has also demonstrated that parents’ religious attendance mediates the relationship
between parental religious heterogamy and lower levels of adult religiosity. In agreement with prior
studies on the religiosity of interreligious couples (Petersen 1986; Williams and Lawler 2002; Petts and
Knoester 2007; Pew Research Center 2016) and the importance of parents’ religious activity on religious
inheritance (Hunsberger and Brown 1984; Willits and Crider 1989; Myers 1996; Bengtson et al. 2009;
Smith and Denton 2009; Bengtson 2013; Petts 2015), the results from this study indicate that individuals
whose parents identify with two different religions are less religious because their parents attend
religious services less frequently. Religious attendance also partially accounts for lower religiosity
among individuals who had one unaffiliated parent during childhood. This finding supports the
explanation of social learning theory that children learn religion by imitating the behavior modeled by
their parents (Bandura and Walters 1977). Because interreligious parents participate in religion less
frequently, they model religion less intensely for their children.

This study also has important implications for anticipating and understanding changes in
the religious landscapes of societies characterized by religious diversity and increasing levels of
religious heterogamy. Researchers have identified the effectiveness of one generation to reproduce
religion in the next generation as a major factor in the growth or decline of religion in a society
(Voas 2003; Bisin et al. 2004; Bengtson et al. 2009; Bengtson 2013). Numerous social factors such as
parents’ religiosity, parents’ education, quality of family relationships, family structures, the role
of grandparents, and participation in religious communities affect the reproduction of religion
across generations (Myers 1996; Bengtson 2013). As this study demonstrates, parental religious
heterogamy and dissimilarity in religious participation are additional factors that significantly impact
the transmission of religion from parents to children. As the number of interreligious marriages changes
in a given society, we can anticipate generational changes in the overall religious characteristics of
that society. As we try to better understand the determinants and trends of religiosity in society, more
attention should be paid to the role of families and the social factors that influence religious inheritance.

Several important limitations to this study warrant mention. First, these analyses were constrained
to using self-identification as religious, belief in God, and the frequencies of religious attendance and
prayer to measure religiosity. Because these conventional measures may not adequately capture the
religiosities of individuals in non-Abrahamic faiths, non-Western contexts, or interreligious families
(Traphagan 2005; Arweck and Nesbitt 2010; Seamon 2012; Tanaka 2010; Chao and Yang 2018), improved
measures are needed for future studies of religiously diverse populations. For interreligious families
in particular, what is interpreted as “less” religious on these conventional religiosity measures might
be better understood as “differently” religious. Field studies exploring the complexities of religious
life in religious intermarriages have argued that the terms religious transformation and multiculturalism
more accurately characterize these families, who are believed to be representative of broader changes
in the religious environments of religiously diverse societies (Arweck and Nesbitt 2010; Seamon 2012).

Second, societies that are not predominantly Christian and societies from Asia, Africa, and South
America are underrepresented in the ISSP data set. Although the findings here suggest that religious
heterogamy impacts religious socialization in similar ways across societies, more research is needed to
better understand processes of religious inheritance in regions outside of Europe and North America
and in regions where Christianity is not the dominant religion. Data for additional countries would
provide stronger support for the findings presented here.

Third, the ISSP 2008 dataset includes little information about respondents’ parents or about other
characteristics of the respondents’ families. Religious socialization literature proposes numerous family
characteristics that affect the transmission of religion from parents to children (Myers 1996; Bengtson 2013).
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For example, prior findings show that parents’ marital stability significantly weakens the transmission
of religion to children (Zhai et al. 2007; Ellison et al. 2011; Uecker and Ellison 2012) and that religiously
heterogamous marriages are less stable than religiously homogamous marriages (Heaton and Pratt
1990; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Call and Heaton 1997; Kalmijn et al. 2005; Wright et al. 2017).
Information about parents’ marital status and other family characteristics was not available in the 2008
ISSP dataset but should be included in future studies as important confounders.

Despite these limitations, the current study contributes to our understanding of the relationship
between religious heterogamy and the intergenerational transmission of religion. Although previous
research has demonstrated the negative association between having interreligious parents and an
individual’s religiosity, this study is the first to examine whether this relationship is independent
of national-level social, political, or economic factors and, therefore, generalizable across societies.
The findings presented here not only indicate that religiously heterogamous parents produce weaker
religious socialization outcomes than religiously homogamous parents but also that this relationship
exists across nations and is independent of contextual factors. Evidence also suggests that lower levels
of parental religious attendance fully account for this difference when each parent identifies with a
different religion. Future research should further explore the mechanisms (i.e., modeling, channeling,
affective bonds) of parents’ religious influence on their children, how these mechanisms are impacted
by religious heterogamy, and how these relationships might differ across societies and religious groups.
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