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Abstract

:

The processes through which families play a role in the religious and sexual socialization of children are varied and complex. Few studies have considered the impact of parental or family religiosity on young people’s sexual behaviors, either directly or through influence on adolescents’ own religiosity. This study of college students at a large, public university in the mid-Atlantic uses multidimensional measures to examine the relationships among family religiosity, parental monitoring during adolescence, students’ religiosity, and students’ specific sexual behaviors. Results suggest that greater family religiosity is associated with a decreased likelihood of engaging in certain sex acts, but for students who do engage, family religiosity is not associated with any differences in the timing of sexual onset or in the numbers of partners with whom students engaged. Results also suggest that parental monitoring may mediate the relationship between family religiosity and some sexual risk behavior. Greater individual religiosity is associated with a lower likelihood of having engaged in any sexual activity, and a higher likelihood of condom use for students who have had vaginal sex. This study offers valuable insights into the role that religiosity, at both the family and the individual level, plays in college students’ sexual behavior.
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1. Introduction


Religion plays an important role in many people’s lives, and can impact both physical and mental health. A growing body of research has examined potential links between religiosity and health behaviors, particularly sexual risk behaviors, in adolescents and young adults. Risky sexual behavior is common among college students, as campus “hook-up” culture promotes casual and unplanned sexual encounters (Burdette et al. 2009; Grello et al. 2006). Students often perceive certain risky behaviors, such as oral and/or anal sex, to be less intimate (and therefore more allowable) than vaginal sexual intercourse (Chambers 2007; Kelly and Kalichman 2002; Lyons et al. 2013). It is important to note that oral and/or anal sex are not inherently riskier than vaginal sex; they are classified in most studies as risk behaviors specifically because of the high likelihood that they will occur without protection against STIs (American College Health Association 2015; Boekeloo and Howard 2002; Brückner and Bearman 2005; Moore and Smith 2012).



Parents have consistently been identified as the most important source of religious influence, both in childhood and adolescence, and into adulthood (Lambert and Dollahite 2010; Smith 2003a; Smith and Denton 2005; Smith et al. 2003). Parental religiosity in particular has been associated with adolescents being less involved in problematic risk behaviors such as alcohol and drug use (Foshee and Hollinger 1996; Hayatbakhsh et al. 2014; Pearce and Haynie 2004). In terms of sexual risk, overall family environment has been shown to play a protective role in adolescent reproductive health decisions (Manlove et al. 2008). However, few studies have considered the specific impact of parental or family religiosity on adolescent sexual behavior, either directly or through influence on adolescents’ own religiosity. Those that do exist have used single variables, such as parents’ report of religious involvement or of specific beliefs, as a proxy for family religiosity (Manlove et al. 2008; Manlove et al. 2006). Further research is needed to inform a more complete understanding of the mechanisms by which multiple dimensions of family religiosity may impact adolescents’ own religiosity and their sexual health decision-making.



The current study extends the literature in order to improve our understanding of the relationships between multi-dimensional aspects of family and college students’ religiosity and sexual behavior. This study contributes to existing literature in several unique ways. First, it identifies multiple dimensions of potential religious influence, rather than the one-dimensional measure of religious attendance that is typically used. Second, it considers multiple indicators within the broader context of sexual behavior, allowing for the possibility to observe different avenues of influence by specific sexual act or practice. And third, it considers both family-level and individual-level influences on college students’ behavior, acknowledging that these different spheres may be congruent or may contradict one another.




2. Background


2.1. Religion and the Family


Existing literature suggests that the most important determinant of adult religiosity is religious beliefs and participation between the ages of 18 and 20 (Stolzenberg et al. 1995; Wilson and Sherkat 1994), and that parents are one of the strongest socialization influences on adolescent religiosity (Smith and Denton 2005). Religious upbringing is perhaps the most important source of an individual’s religious capital (familiarity with a religion’s doctrine, rituals, traditions, and members), and is a major determinant of religious belief and behavior (Iannaccone 1990). Most of children’s religious capital is built up in a context regulated and favored by their parents; this capital enhances individual satisfaction with religious participation, and so increases the likelihood of later participation (Iannaccone 1990; Stolzenberg et al. 1995). The importance that parents attach to religion is a significant predictor of adolescents’ attendance at religious services, the importance they place on religion, their frequency of prayer, and their sense of their religion’s doctrine as sacred (Bader and Desmond 2006). College students’ retrospective views of their childhood faith activities have been found to be related to their current religious orientations, prayer frequency, and prayer meaning; family faith practices in the home during a child’s upbringing are ingrained in each family member, even after they leave the home (Lambert and Dollahite 2010). In a qualitative study of highly religious families from a range of religious denominations, families identified religious conversations as the most meaningful religious activity, even when compared with service attendance or family prayer. Parents and adolescents both named religious conversation as the primary method of sharing their faith (Dollahite and Thatcher 2008). The current study further illuminates pathways between family religiosity during childhood and early adolescence and college students’ reports of their current religiosity.




2.2. Religion and Adolescent Sexual Beliefs and Behavior


Religious affiliation has frequently been associated with moral and behavioral attitudes. Multiple studies have found that greater religious participation, irrespective of denomination, is associated with negative attitudes about sex (McKelvey et al. 1999; Pearce and Thornton 2007). Among college students at a large public university in the Eastern US, individuals for whom religion was more a part of their daily lives, and those who adhered to their religion’s teachings on sexual behaviors, tended to have more conservative sexual attitudes, were less likely to believe that condoms could prevent negative outcomes such as pregnancy or STIs, and tended to perceive more barriers to condom use (Lefkowitz et al. 2004). Interestingly, the same study found that students who attended services more frequently had less fear about HIV, but students who reported religion playing a more important role in their daily lives tended to have more fear about HIV, implying that attendance at religious services and the ‘importance of religion’ may be completely separate phenomena, at least in relation to sexual knowledge and attitudes (Lefkowitz et al. 2004).



A large body of research offers evidence that religiosity, both family and individual, is related not only to sexual attitudes but also to sexual behavior. Higher levels of family religiosity and parental religious attendance have been associated with delayed sexual onset (Manlove et al. 2006) and having fewer sexual partners (Manlove et al. 2008). Religious adolescents are less likely to ever have had sex than non-religious adolescents (Adamczyk and Felson 2006), while frequent attendance at religious services has a strong effect on delaying first intercourse (Jones et al. 2005). Emerging adults with high levels of personal religiosity were the least likely to engage in sexual intercourse, even within a committed (non-marital) relationship (Barry et al. 2015). Data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) suggest that denominational affiliation is not as important a predictor of adolescent sexual behavior as religious attendance (Manlove et al. 2006), supporting the idea that religious networks reinforce moral directives and discourage risky behaviors (Regnerus 2010).



The abovementioned research suggests that religiosity is protective against sexual activity, in particular early sexual onset and number of sexual partners. Previous work also suggests, however, that religiosity may increase young adults’ sexual risk-taking. Certain religious traditions advocate for the delay of sexual initiation until marriage; popular ‘virginity pledge’ programs, which constitute a promise by the pledger to remain abstinent until marriage, are on the rise (Landor and Simons 2014; Regnerus 2007). Research demonstrates that though they do tend to be older than non-pledgers at sexual debut, a significant number of virginity pledgers still engage in premarital sex (Bearman and Bruckner 2001; Landor and Simons 2014), and may be at greater risk of negative sexual consequences (e.g., unplanned pregnancy or STIs) due to a lack of condom use at first sex and a higher likelihood of engaging in unprotected non-coital sexual encounters, including oral and anal sex (Brückner and Bearman 2005; Landor and Simons 2014). Other studies have found that strong parental religious beliefs and participation in family religious activities are associated with lower odds of using contraception at first sex (Manlove et al. 2006), and that frequent religious service participation is associated with a reduced likelihood of young women accessing contraceptive or STI services (Hall et al. 2012).



Existing evidence is strong that family religiosity influences individual adolescent and emerging adult religiosity, and that individual religiosity can play a role in sexual decision-making. What remains unknown, however, is how these constructs interact. Based on our understanding of college students as belonging to the unique developmental stage of emerging adulthood, characterized by burgeoning independence, intellectual experimentation, and physical and emotional sensation-seeking (Arnett 2000, 2007, 2011), we hypothesize that the impact of family religiosity on sexual behavior will be stronger when emerging adults have strong ties to those family values and teachings (that is, when they are more religious themselves).




2.3. Parental Monitoring


Parental monitoring, defined as rule-setting and vigilant oversight of a child’s friend group and activities (Barnes et al. 2006; Chilcoat and Anthony 1996; Li et al. 2000), has been identified as protective against adolescent risk behaviors. Among parents, weekly attendance at religious services is associated with a higher likelihood of monitoring their children’s friendships and imposing higher expectations about sexual morality (Kim and Wilcox 2014). Adolescents who report higher levels of parental monitoring are more likely than others to delay sexual onset (DiIorio et al. 2004; Karofsky et al. 2001), and to have fewer partners if they are sexually active (DiClemente et al. 2001; Huebner and Howell 2003). Higher levels of parental monitoring are also associated with less favorable adolescent attitudes about initiating sexual intercourse, and lower intentions to engage in intercourse (Sieverding et al. 2005).



Family religiosity has also been associated with parental monitoring. Data from the National Survey of Parents and Youth suggest that greater religious participation increases parents’ supervision of their adolescent children (Smith 2003b). An examination of late adolescents’ perceptions of parental religiosity and parenting behavior found that adolescents who perceived their parents as more religious also reported higher levels of parental monitoring behavior (Snider et al. 2004). And data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth found that more frequent engagement in family religious activities was associated with higher parental monitoring (Farmer et al. 2008). These prior findings suggest that parental monitoring may play a role on the pathway between family religiosity and adolescent sexual behavior.



The above research supports the conclusion that religiosity (both family and individual) is associated with emerging adults’ sexual behavior; however, there remain substantial gaps in our understanding of how these various constructs are related. Existing studies fail to distinguish between different sex acts, implicitly equating sexual activity or involvement (ever having had sex, age at sexual debut, and number of sexual partners) with risk behavior, often while ignoring avenues of actual sexual risk (inconsistent contraceptive use, ever having had oral and/or anal sex, and frequency of condom use for each of these behaviors). In addition, much of this research is more than a decade old. Adolescents and college students today may be less well-informed about the specific sexual values of their individual religions, and younger people, even those who identify as religious, may not adhere to their faiths’ doctrines on human sexuality as strictly as older generations (Prothero 2007; Regnerus 2007).



The current study examined potential pathways of influence from family religiosity to emerging adults’ religiosity and sexual behaviors. We hypothesized that: (1) greater family religiosity would be associated with decreased sexual activity (early sexual onset and number of sexual partners) and increased sexual risk (including lack of contraceptive use at last vaginal sex, and higher likelihood of students’ having had unprotected oral, vaginal, or anal sex) among college students,; (2) that parental monitoring would mediate the relationship between family religiosity and students’ sexual behavior; and (3) that students’ current religiosity would act as a moderator, strengthening the relationship between family religiosity and students’ sexual behavior.





3. Methods


3.1. Sample


This study used a cross-sectional survey design to explore the relationships among family religiosity, parental monitoring, students’ religiosity, and students’ sexual behavior. Participants were a convenience sample of undergraduate students at a large, public university in the mid-Atlantic. Previous studies have shown the validity of adolescents’ self-reported sexual behavior (Davoli et al. 1992; Orr et al. 1997; Schrimshaw et al. 2006; Shew et al. 1997), but a review of the literature calls attention to multiple recommendations for improving the reliability of adolescents’ self-report. The current study integrates many of these recommendations. To reduce socially desirable responding, the survey was administered through an anonymous online link. A guarantee of participant confidentiality was repeated before each set of ‘sensitive’ questions, and the need for accurate reporting for the improvement of knowledge about college students’ health was stressed multiple times throughout the survey (Alexander et al. 1993; DiClemente 2015; DiClemente et al. 2013; Weinhardt et al. 1998). All study procedures were reviewed and approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board before data collection began. Anonymous online surveys were collected from 684 undergraduate students; cases with too many missing data were removed (n = 72), as were four cases representing outliers in terms of age (and therefore, for the purposes of this study, not in the developmental stage of interest), resulting in the final analytic sample, n = 608.




3.2. Measures


3.2.1. Family Religiosity


Family religiosity was measured by the 9-item Faith Activities in the Home Scale (FAITHS - short version) (Lambert and Dollahite 2010). Each of 9 family faith activities (e.g., family prayer, family religious conversations) was rated for frequency (0–6, ‘never or not applicable’ to ‘more than once a day’) and importance (0–4, ‘not important or not applicable’ to ‘extremely important’). The two summed total scores were highly correlated in this sample (r = 0.852, p < 0.001), so subsequent analyses used only the frequency score (Lambert and Dollahite 2010). Because the continuous FAITHS frequency score was positively skewed, we transformed it into a categorical variable with two groups (Never/Infrequent and Frequent) for subsequent analyses.




3.2.2. Parental Monitoring


Parental monitoring was measured using a 9-item scale (Arria et al. 2008) that assesses respondents’ perceptions of the level of monitoring and supervision they received during their last year of high school (Pinchevsky et al. 2012). A total parental monitoring score was constructed by summing a participant’s responses on all 9 items, with higher scores representing a higher level of parental monitoring.




3.2.3. Student Religiosity


Student religiosity was measured using 4 domains from the Brief Multidimensional Measure of Religiousness/Spirituality (BMMRS), a tool developed specifically for use in health research (John E. Fetzer Institute 2003): (1) Overall self-ranking/Religious Intensity (e.g., to what extent do you consider yourself a religious person?), (2) Private Religious Practices (e.g., how often do you pray privately in places other than at church, synagogue, or other place of worship?), (3) Forgiveness (e.g., I know that God forgives me), and (4) Organizational Religiousness (e.g., how often do you go to religious services?). Each item in the BMMRS uses Likert scale response options, with lower scores indicating a greater ‘amount’ of the item being measured (e.g., closeness to God). Each subscale receives a separate score; for analytic purposes, the subscale scores can be used individually, or summed together for a total religiosity score. For ease of interpretation, scores on each domain were recoded so that lower scores indicate a lower ‘amount’ of the item being measured.




3.2.4. Student Sexual Behaviors


The primary outcome variables of student sexual activity and risk were measured using the 9-item sexual behaviors scale from the 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) (CDC 2015), which evaluates sexual behaviors that contribute to unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (CDC 2016); students reported age at first sex, number of sexual partners, substance use before last sex, and condom use and/or contraceptive use at last vaginal sex. Participants were asked additional questions about ever having had oral sex or anal sex; if they answered yes, participants were prompted to report whether or not they had ever had the previously reported sexual encounter (oral and/or anal sex) without using a condom.




3.2.5. Covariates


Demographic variables that are theoretically or empirically related to emerging adults’ sexual behaviors, including gender, race, religion, sexual relationship status, parents’ education, parents’ birthplace, and household composition (i.e., single or dual-parent household), were assessed as potential covariates.





3.3. Analyses


Preliminary frequencies and descriptive statistics were performed. We conducted chi-square tests of association and simple logistic regressions to examine the relationships between family and student religiosity, parental monitoring, and student sexual behaviors. Independent variables with a significant bivariate association (p < 0.05) with the outcome variables were included in a series of multivariate logistic regression models which produced adjusted odds ratios (aORs). To assess mediation, we first assessed the relationships among family religiosity, parental monitoring, and sexual behavior outcomes; we then used Hayes’ PROCESS tool (Hayes 2017) to estimate the indirect effect of parental monitoring on sexual behavior outcomes. Bias-corrected accelerated bootstrapping with 1000 replications was used to obtain 95% confidence intervals (CIs) around the indirect effects. To assess moderation, we created centered interaction terms between family religiosity and each of five possible student religiosity scores (four domain scores and one total score); we then built hierarchical models to test the effect of each interaction term on the relationship between family religiosity and each sexual behavior outcome. Data analyses were conducted in SPSS v25 (IBM Corp 2017).





4. Results


Demographic characteristics of the analytic sample are presented in Table 1. Nearly 77 percent (n = 467) of the sample identified as female, and slightly more than half (n = 318, 52.3%) as White, with a median age of 21 years old. Religious affiliation was distributed across six separate groups, with a majority of the sample identifying as Christian (non-Catholic) (n = 158, 26.2%), Roman Catholic (n = 136, 22.5%), or Atheist/Agnostic (n = 130, 21.4%). Students were most likely to describe themselves as being currently uninvolved in a sexual relationship (n = 253, 41.6%) or involved with one serious (monogamous) sexual partner (n = 244, 40.1%) (for reference, only 8 students reported being married).



Students reported high levels of sexual activity and sexual risk behaviors; students’ participation in certain sex acts and use of pregnancy and STI prevention methods are highlighted in Figure 1 and Figure 2. Among students who have participated in any sexual activity (oral, vaginal, or anal), more students (n = 282, 57%) delayed their first sexual activity until age 17 or later and slightly more than half (n = 276, 56%) have had four or more sexual partners.



Overall, students reported low family religiosity during their childhood and adolescence (Table 2). The mean FAITHS frequency score was 10.56 (possible scores ranged from 0 to 54, with a higher score indicating greater frequency. Average scores in the ‘never’ or ‘yearly’ category were categorized as ‘infrequent’ (61%); average scores in the ‘monthly’ category or higher were categorized as ‘frequent’ (39%). Scores on each of the four domains of student religiosity, as well as total student religiosity scores, were low to moderate, indicating a low overall degree of current religiosity in this sample. However, students reported a moderate to high degree of parental monitoring during high school, with female students reporting significantly greater parental monitoring than male students.



Bivariate results. Unadjusted associations between family religiosity and sexual behaviors were computed first for the total sample (Table 3) and then stratified by religious group (tables not shown). Subsequent analyses consider degree of religiosity across groups for the total sample, rather than by denomination. Students who reported frequent family religiosity were less likely ever to have had oral sex, vaginal sex, and anal sex than were those who reported infrequent family religiosity. Among students who reported ever having had vaginal sex, students who reported frequent family religiosity were less likely ever to have had it unprotected.



Parental monitoring differed significantly by family religiosity, with students reporting frequent family religiosity also reporting a higher degree of parental monitoring (M = 24.98, SD = 6.484) than students who reported infrequent family religiosity (M = 22.18, SD = 6.680), t(443) = −4.317, p < 0.001. Students who reported greater parental monitoring were less likely to have had four or more lifetime partners (OR = 0.959, 95% CI: 0.929, 0.989), less likely ever to have had anal sex (OR = 0.950, 95% CI: 0.920, 0.980), and less likely ever to have had unprotected vaginal sex (OR = 0.921, 95% CI: 0.874, 0.971). They were more likely to have used any effective method of pregnancy prevention at last vaginal sex (OR = 1.075, 95% CI: 1.023, 1.131), and more likely specifically to have used a condom at last vaginal sex (OR = 1.049, 95% CI: 1.014, 1.084).



Associations were also computed between the independent variable of family religiosity and the potential moderator of student religiosity (Table 4); students who reported frequent family religiosity scored significantly higher on every domain of individual religiosity than did students who reported infrequent family religiosity.



Multivariate results.Table 5 and Table 6 present the results of multivariate analyses. After controlling for relevant individual- and family-level covariates, we found that students who reported frequent family religiosity were significantly less likely ever to have had oral sex (aOR = 0.429, 95% CI: 0.239, 0.771) and ever to have had vaginal sex (aOR = 0.551, 95% CI: 0.323, 0.942) (Table 4). Among students who reported having had vaginal sex, students with frequent family religiosity remained significantly less likely ever to have had unprotected vaginal sex (aOR = 0.470, 95% CI: 0.262, 0.841).



Only one outcome variable, ever having had unprotected vaginal sex, had a statistically significant relationship with both the independent variable of family religiosity (OR = 0.563, 95% CI: 0.329, 0.962) and with the potential mediator of parental monitoring (OR = 0.921, 95% CI: 0.874, 0.971); subsequent tests for mediation using hierarchical logistic regression were conducted on this outcome variable. After controlling for relevant individual-level characteristics, results suggest that, as hypothesized, there was a significant indirect effect of family religiosity on college students’ ever having had unprotected vaginal sex through parental monitoring (b = −0.261, BCa CI: −0.515, −0.085).



To test for possible moderation by student religiosity, we built separate hierarchical logistic regression models for each sexual behavior outcome and the interaction of family religiosity with each of five possible student religiosity scores (four domain scores and one total score). Results from these regressions (tables not shown) indicate that none of the five domains of student religiosity moderate the relationship between family religiosity and student sexual activity or sexual risk. Student religiosity was subsequently explored as an independent predictor of students’ sexual activity and sexual risk. After controlling for relevant individual-level and family-level characteristics, higher students’ total religiosity score was significantly associated with less likelihood of having had four or more sexual partners (aOR = 0.985, 95% CI: 0.970, 1.000), ever having had oral sex (aOR = 0.972, 95% CI: 0.952, 0.993), ever having had vaginal sex (aOR = 0.973, 95% CI: 0.953, 0.993), and ever having had anal sex (aOR = 0.979, 95% CI: 0.960, 0.998). In addition, students with a higher religiosity score were more likely to have used a condom at last vaginal sex (aOR = 1.017, 95% CI: 1.001, 1.034) (Table 5).




5. Discussion


Findings from this study suggest that religiosity, both family and individual, may play a role in emerging adults’ sexual behavior. Greater family religiosity was associated with a decreased likelihood of students’ engaging in certain sex acts (ever having had oral or vaginal sex), but for students who did choose to engage, family religiosity was not associated with any differences in the timing of sexual onset or in the students’ number of partners. This finding confirms previous work and implies that family religiosity may influence some students’ decisions whether or not to have sex; but for students who do choose to have sex, the break from religious teachings about sex may already have occurred, so family religiosity no longer had a role to play in decisions like when to begin having sex, or whether or not to have sex with more than one partner. It is also possible that students who internalized religious messages about refraining from sexual activity might be more likely to characterize their families as being highly religious than would students for whom those religious messages were less salient.



Contrary to our expectation, higher family religiosity was associated with a decreased likelihood of risk behaviors, rather than an increased likelihood of risk. Within the context of the previous finding, it may be that students who have chosen to be sexually active, in contradiction to family religious teachings about sexual activity, would be more likely to take extra precautions so as not to be found out (through pregnancy or STIs) by their parents or other family members. Previous research on adolescents active in their church community found that participants’ parents had regularly reinforced the idea that going against biblical principles related to sexual activity would increase the likelihood of negative consequences that could derail future goals and opportunities (Moore et al. 2014). Fear that a negative consequence like unplanned pregnancy may lead to parental disappointment or shame may drive students to protect themselves from risk by avoiding unprotected vaginal sex to maintain the secrecy of sexual activity.



Though more frequent family religiosity was associated with higher student religiosity, none of the four domains of student religiosity (overall self-ranking, private practice, forgiveness, or organizational religiosity), nor the total student religiosity score, served to moderate the relationship between family religiosity and students’ sexual behaviors. The finding that higher family religiosity is associated with higher student religiosity was expected; growing up in an environment that values religious participation and religious teachings is likely to instill an appreciation for, or sense of obligation to, those religious traditions. The lack of moderation by students’ current religiosity on the relationship between family religiosity and students’ sexual behaviors suggests that, rather than family religiosity exerting influence in the form of a parent’s voice in a student’s head or memories of a family’s religious teachings, a more thorough transmission of beliefs may occur in highly religious families, so that students now view those beliefs as their own, rather than as a holdover from parental influence in childhood. Having a high degree of personal religiosity is independently associated with certain student sexual behaviors, but that association does not change the original relationship between family religiosity and students’ behaviors; whether or not a student has internalized religious messages remains separate from the potential internalizing of other standards of behavior or sexual expectations.



Students in more religious families report a higher degree of parental monitoring, and also a significantly lower likelihood of ever having had unprotected vaginal sex (among students who have had vaginal sex). This finding seems to support earlier findings in this study and the possibility that fear of parents finding out about sexual activity may be a strong motivator for students from highly religious families to avoid sexual risk-taking. Parents in more religious families are paying more attention to students’ whereabouts and behaviors. If the family’s messaging around sex is religiously motivated and focused on abstinence or ‘saving oneself for marriage’, it is likely that students’ fear of negative consequences (like pregnancy or sexually transmitted infections) is leading them to use condoms during vaginal sex. Avoiding pregnancy or sexually transmitted infections may ensure that parents never learn about students’ sexual activity or behaviors.



It is also possible that the desire to maintain individual and family reputation within a close religious community acts as further motivation to avoid risk. Hill et al. (2014) suggest that an individual may be more likely to engage in a behavior like premarital sex if feelings of shame or embarrassment associated with that behavior were lower. In a highly religious family that is part of a larger religious community, stigma around premarital sex and the potential to bring community shame upon and one’s family may further motivate sexually active students to avoid unprotected vaginal sex that could result in an unintended pregnancy.



This study has certain limitations that must be considered when interpreting the results. Because participants were assessed at only one time point, causal inferences cannot be made using these cross-sectional data. In addition, because we only had access to students and not to their parents or families, family religiosity was measured by students’ retrospective report. It is possible that students’ recall of family religious activities may not be consistent with perceptions of other family members. Because religiosity (both family and individual) was low overall in this sample, it is possible that we may not be fully capturing the relationship between religiosity and emerging adults’ sexual behaviors; however, the strength and direction of certain findings related to religiosity, despite low report overall in the sample, suggest that we may be underestimating, rather than overestimating, the potential role of religiosity in emerging adults’ sexual behaviors.



A final limitation of this study relates to the fluid nature of sexual activity and sexual relationships during the developmental stages of late adolescence and emerging adulthood. An abundance of literature suggests that emerging adults develop intimate relationships and acquire new sexual experiences at a rapid pace (e.g., Alexander et al. 2015; Meier and Allen 2009; Tanner et al. 2009), often through casual hook-up encounters (Allison and Risman 2014, 2017; Stinson et al. 2014). Dating, love, and romantic exploration are different during emerging adulthood, with a focus on individual identity exploration as well as the potential for physical and emotional intimacy (Arnett 2000). Given the rapid pace of change during this developmental stage, it is important to recognize that the data reported in this study only provide one snapshot of students’ sexual behaviors and do not account for the complexities inherent in emerging adult sexual encounters.



Despite these limitations, findings from this study contribute to the study of religion and family life by illuminating potential relationships between family-level influences and emerging adults’ sexual behaviors and highlighting the complex nature of religiosity and its long arm of influence. Overall, there is some evidence that both family and individual religiosity are associated with emerging adults’ sexual behavior, though the two play independent roles in the relationship, and parent religiosity seems to exert influence primarily through increased parental monitoring of adolescents.







Author Contributions


D.A.Q. and A.L. conceived of the study in discussion together. D.A.Q. conducted all data analyses, preliminary interpretations, and wrote the original draft. A.L. edited multiple versions of the manuscript and contributed to theory development, model building, and interpretation of results. Both authors contributed to the final version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Acknowledgments


This work was partially supported by a postdoctoral fellowship to D.A. Quinn through the Department of Veterans Affairs Office of Academic Affiliations and the Center for Health Equity Research and Promotion at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System. The opinions expressed in this work are the authors’ and do not reflect those of the institutions, the Department of Veterans Affairs, or the U.S. government.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflicts of interest.




References


	



Adamczyk, Amy, and Jacob Felson. 2006. Friends’ religiosity and first sex. Social Science Research 35: 924–47. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Alexander, Cheryl S., Mark R. Somerfield, Margaret E. Ensminger, Karin E. Johnson, and Young J. Kim. 1993. Consistency of adolescents’ self-report of sexual behavior in a longitudinal study. Journal of Youth and Adolescence 22: 455–71. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Alexander, Kamila A., Loretta S. Jemmott, Anne M. Teitelman, and Patricia D’Antonio. 2015. Addressing sexual health behaviour during emerging adulthood: A critical review of the literature. Journal of Clinical Nursing 24: 4–18. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Allison, Rachel, and Barbara J. Risman. 2014. It goes hand in hand with the parties. Sociological Perspectives 57: 102–23. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Allison, Rachel, and Barbara J. Risman. 2017. Marriage delay, time to play? Marital horizons and hooking up in college. Sociological Inquiry 87: 472–500. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



American College Health Association. 2015. NCHA-ACHA II Spring 2015 Reference Group Data Report. Hanover: ACHA, Available online: http://www.acha-ncha.org/docs/NCHA-II WEB_SPRING_2015_REFERENCE_GROUP_DATA_REPORT.pdf (accessed on 8 August 2018).

	



Arnett, Jeffrey Jensen. 2000. Emerging adulthood: A theory of development from the late teens through the twenties. American Psychologist 55: 469–80. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Arnett, Jeffrey Jensen. 2007. Emerging adulthood: What is it, and what is it good for? Child Development Perspectives 1: 68–73. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Arnett, Jeffrey Jensen. 2011. Emerging adulthood(s): The cultural psychology of a new life stage. In Bridging Cultural and Developmental Approaches to Psychology: New Syntheses in Theory, Research, and Policy. Edited by Lene Arnett Jensen. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 255–75. [Google Scholar]

	



Arria, Amelia M., Vanessa Kuhn, Kimberly M. Caldeira, Kevin E. O’Grady, Kathryn B. Vincent, and Eric D. Wish. 2008. High school drinking mediates the relationship between parental monitoring and college drinking: A longitudinal analysis. Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, And Policy 3: 6. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef][Green Version]

	



Bader, Christopher D., and Scott A. Desmond. 2006. Do as I say and as I do: The effects of consistent parental beliefs and behaviors upon religious transmission. Sociology of Religion 67: 313–29. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Barnes, Grace M., Joseph H. Hoffman, John W. Welte, Michael P. Farrell, and Barbara A. Dintcheff. 2006. Effects of parental monitoring and peer deviance on substance use and delinquency. Journal of Marriage and Family 68: 1084–104. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Barry, Carolyn McNamara, Brian J. Willoughby, and Kirsten Clayton. 2015. Living your faith: Associations between family and personal religious practices and emerging adults’ sexual behavior. Journal of Adult Development 22: 159–72. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bearman, Peter S., and Hannah Bruckner. 2001. Promising the future: Virginity pledges and first intercourse. American Journal of Sociology 106: 859–912. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Boekeloo, Bradley O., and Donna E. Howard. 2002. Oral sexual experience among young adolescents receiving general health examinations. American Journal of Health Behavior 26: 306–14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Brückner, Hannah, and Peter Bearman. 2005. After the promise: The STD consequences of adolescent virginity pledges. Journal of Adolescent Health 36: 271–78. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Burdette, Amy M., Terrence D. Hill, Christopher G. Ellison, and Norval D. Glenn. 2009. “Hooking up” at college: Does religion make a difference. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48: 535–51. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



CDC. 2015. 2015 National Youth Risk Behavior Survey. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Available online: ftp://ftp.cdc.gov/pub/data/yrbs/2015/2015_xxh_questionnaire.pdf (accessed on 7 January 2017). [Google Scholar]

	



CDC. 2016. 2015 YRBS Data User’s Guide. Atlanta: CDC. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chambers, Wendy C. 2007. Oral sex: Varied behaviors and perceptions in a college population. The Journal of Sex Research 44: 28–42. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Chilcoat, Howard D., and James C. Anthony. 1996. Impact of parent monitoring on initiation of drug use through late childhood. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 35: 91–100. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Davoli, Marina, Carlo A. Perucci, Massimo Sangalli, Giovanna Brancato, and Giovanni Dell’Uomo. 1992. Reliability of sexual behavior data among high school students in Rome. Epidemiology 3: 531–35. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



DiClemente, Ralph J. 2015. Validity of self-reported sexual behavior among adolescents: Where do we go from here? AIDS and Behavior 20: 2–4. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



DiClemente, Ralph J., Gina M. Wingood, Richard Crosby, Brenda K. Cobb, Kathy Harrington, and Susan L. Davies. 2001. Parent-adolescent communication and sexual risk behaviors among African American adolescent females. The Journal of Pediatrics 139: 407–12. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



DiClemente, Ralph J., Andrea L. Swartzendruber, and Jennifer L. Brown. 2013. Improving the validity of self-reported sexual behavior: No easy answers. Sexually Transmitted Diseases 40: 111–12. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



DiIorio, Colleen, William N. Dudley, Johanna E. Soet, and Johanna E. McCarty. 2004. Sexual possibility situations and sexual behaviors among young adolescents: The moderating role of protective factors. Journal of Adolescent Health 35: 11–20. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Dollahite, David C., and Jennifer Y. Thatcher. 2008. Talking about religion: How highly religious youth and parents discuss their faith. Journal of Adolescent Research 23: 611–41. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Farmer, Antoinette Y., Jill Witmer Sinha, and Emmett Gill. 2008. The effects of family religiosity, parental limit-setting, and monitoring on adolescent substance use. Journal of Ethnicity in Substance Abuse 7: 428–50. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Foshee, Vangie A., and Bryan R. Hollinger. 1996. Maternal religiosity, adolescent social bonding, and adolescent alcohol use. Journal of Early Adolescence 16: 451–68. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grello, Catherine M., Deborah P. Welsh, and Melinda S. Harper. 2006. No strings attached: The nature of casual sex in college students. The Journal of Sex Research 43: 255–67. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Hall, Kelli Stidham, Caroline Moreau, and James Trussell. 2012. Lower use of sexual and reproductive health services among women with frequent religious participation, regardless of sexual experience. Journal of Women’s Health 21: 739–47. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hayatbakhsh, Reza, Alexandra Clavarino, Gail M. Williams, and Jake M. Najman. 2014. Maternal and personal religious engagement as predictors of early onset and frequent substance use. American Journal on Addictions 23: 363–70. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hayes, Andrew F. 2017. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach, 2nd ed. New York: The Guilford Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Hill, Nicholas J., Mxolisi Siwatu, and Alexander K. Robinson. 2014. “My religion picked my birth control”: The influence of religion on contraceptive use. Journal of Religion and Health 53: 825–33. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Huebner, Angela J., and Laurie W. Howell. 2003. Examining the relationship between adolescent sexual risk-taking and perceptions of monitoring, communication, and parenting styles. Journal of Adolescent Health 33: 71–78. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Iannaccone, Laurence R. 1990. Religious practice: A human capital approach. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 29: 297–314. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



IBM Corp. 2017. IBM SPSS Statistics for Macintosh, Version 25.0. Armonk: IBM. [Google Scholar]

	



John E. Fetzer Institute. 2003. Measurement of Religiousness/Spirituality for Use in Research. A Report of the Fetzer Institute/National Institute on Aging Working Group. Kalamazoo: John E. Fetzer Institute, pp. 1–103. [Google Scholar]

	



Jones, Rachel K., Jacqueline E. Darroch, and Susheela Singh. 2005. Religious differentials in the sexual and reproductive behaviors of young women in the United States. Journal of Adolescent Health 36: 279–88. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Karofsky, Peter S., Lan Zeng, and Michael R. Kosorok. 2001. Relationship between adolescent-parental communication and initiation of first intercourse by adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health 28: 41–45. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kelly, Jeffrey A., and Seth C. Kalichman. 2002. Behavioral research in HIV/AIDS primary and secondary prevention: Recent advances and future directions. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 70: 626–39. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Kim, Young, and W. Bradford Wilcox. 2014. Religious identity, religious attendance, and parental control. Review of Religious Research 56: 555–80. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lambert, Nathaniel M., and David C. Dollahite. 2010. Development of the Faith Activities in the Home Scale (FAITHS). Journal of Family Issues 31: 1442–64. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Landor, Antoinette M., and Leslie Gordon Simons. 2014. Why virginity pledges succeed or fail: The moderating effect of religious commitment versus religious participation. Journal of Child and Family Studies 23: 1102–13. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lefkowitz, Eva S., Meghan M. Gillen, Cindy L. Shearer, and Tanya L. Boone. 2004. Religiosity, sexual behaviors, and sexual attitudes during emerging adulthood. The Journal of Sex Research 41: 150–59. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Li, Xiaoming, Bonita Stanton, and Susan Feigelman. 2000. Impact of perceived parental monitoring on adolescent risk behavior over 4 years. The Journal of Adolescent Health 27: 49–56. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lyons, Heidi, Wendy Manning, Peggy Giordano, and Monica Longmore. 2013. Predictors of heterosexual casual sex among young adults. Archives of Sexual Behavior 42: 585–93. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Manlove, Jennifer S., Elizabeth Terry-Humen, Erum N. Ikramullah, and Kristin A. Moore. 2006. The role of parent religiosity in teens’ transitions to sex and contraception. Journal of Adolescent Health 39: 578–87. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Manlove, Jennifer S., Cassandra Logan, Kristin A. Moore, and Erum N. Ikramullah. 2008. Pathways from family religiosity to adolescent sexual activity and contraceptive use. Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 40: 105–17. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



McKelvey, Robert S., John A. Webb, Loretta V. Baldassar, Suzanne M. Robinson, and Geoff Riley. 1999. Sex knowledge and sexual attitudes among medical and nursing students. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry 33: 260–66. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Meier, Ann, and Gina Allen. 2009. Romantic relationships from adolescence to young adulthood: Evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. The Sociological Quarterly 50: 308–35. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Moore, Erin W., and William E. Smith. 2012. What college students do not know: Where are the gaps in sexual health knowledge? Journal of American College Health: J of ACH 60: 436–42. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Moore, Erin, Jannette Berkley-Patton, Alexandria Bohn, Starlyn Hawes, and Carole Bowe-Thompson. 2014. Beliefs about sex and parent-child-church sex communication among church-based African American youth. Journal of Religion and Health 54: 1810–25. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Orr, Donald P., Dennis J. Fortenberry, and Margaret J. Blythe. 1997. Validity of self-reported sexual behaviors in adolescent women using biomarker outcomes. Sexually Transmitted Diseases 24: 261–66. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pearce, Lisa D., and Dana L. Haynie. 2004. Intergenerational religious dynamics and adolescent delinquency. Social Forces 82: 1553–72. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pearce, Lisa D., and Arland Thornton. 2007. Religious identity and family ideologies in the transition to adulthood. Journal of Marriage and Family 69: 1227–43. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pinchevsky, Gillian M., Amelia M. Arria, Kimberly M. Caldeira, Laura M. Garnier-Dykstra, Kathryn B.Vincent, and Kevin E. O’Grady. 2012. Marijuana exposure opportunity and initiation during college: Parent and peer influences. Prevention Science 13: 43–54. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Prothero, Stephen. 2007. Worshiping in Ignorance. The Chronicle of Higher Education 53: B6–B7. [Google Scholar]

	



Regnerus, Mark D. 2007. Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the Lives of American Teenagers. New York: Oxford University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Regnerus, Mark D. 2010. Religion and adolescent sexual behavior. In Religion, Families, and Health. Edited by Robert A. Hummer and Christopher G. Ellison. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, pp. 61–85. [Google Scholar]

	



Schrimshaw, Eric W., Margaret Rosario, Heino F. L. Meyer-Bahlburg, and Alice A. Scharf-Matlick. 2006. Test-retest reliability of self-reported sexual behavior, sexual orientation, and psychosexual milestones among gay, lesbian, and bisexual youths. Archives of Sexual Behavior 35: 225–34. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Shew, Marcia L., Gary J. Remafedi, Linda H. Bearinger, Patricia L. Faulkner, Barbara A. Taylor, Sandra J. Potthoff, and Michael D. Resnick. 1997. The validity of self-reported condom use among adolescents. Sexually Transmitted Diseases 24: 503–10. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Sieverding, John A., Nancy Adler, Stephanie Witt, and Jonathan Ellen. 2005. The influence of parental monitoring on adolescent sexual initiation. Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine 159: 724–29. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Smith, Christian. 2003a. Religious participation and network closure among American adolescents. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 42: 259–67. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Smith, Christian. 2003b. Religious participation and parental moral expectations and supervision of American youth. Review of Religious Research 44: 414–24. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Smith, Christian, and Melina Lundquist Denton. 2005. Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. New York: Oxford University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Smith, Christian, Robert Faris, Melinda Lundquist Denton, and Mark Regnerus. 2003. Mapping American adolescent subjective religiosity and attitudes of alienation toward religion: A research report. Sociology of Religion 64: 111–33. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Snider J.B., Andrea Clements, and Alexander T. Vazsonyi. 2004. Late adolescent perceptions of parent religiosity and parenting processes. Family Process 43: 489–502. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stinson, Rebecca D., Lauren B. Levy, and Marcus Alt. 2014. “They’re just a good time and move on”: Fraternity men reflect on their hookup experiences. Journal of College Student Psychotherapy 28: 59–73. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stolzenberg, Ross M., Mary Blair-Loy, and Linda J. Waite. 1995. Religious participation in early adulthood: Age and family life cycle effects on church membership. American Sociological Review 60: 84–103. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tanner, Jennifer L., Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, and Julie A. Leis. 2009. Emerging Adulthood: Learning and development during the first stage of adulthood. In Handbook of Research on Adult Learning and Development. Edited by M. Cecil Smith and Nancy DeFrates-Densch. New York: Routledge, pp. 34–67. [Google Scholar]

	



Weinhardt, Lance S., Andrew D. Forsyth, Micha